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To my two glorious children
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INTRODUCTION

My story starts out as most stories do, far from the happy ending, but full of hints about what I might achieve if I listened to my inner voice and found my own strengths.

For me, it was always about dance. Decades before I would work with Gwyneth Paltrow, Jennifer Lopez, Lena Dunham, or any “celebrity,” I was consumed with my own artistic dream. I desperately wanted to be a professional dancer. My mother gave me the love of movement, the one that I still carry with me today. She was a ballerina and owned a dance studio in our small town in Indiana. From the time I could walk, I was dancing. My mom would blast all kinds of music in our living room and cheer, “Move, move, move!” She would push me to wiggle, twist, shake, and leap in unstructured ways, asking, “How does Tracy want to move?” This empowered me to begin to listen to what my body wanted and to learn to trust my physical self.

In high school, my passion for dance translated naturally into cheerleading, though I was not blessed with the gift of flexibility, a coveted trait in the cheering universe. Some girls could easily tie themselves in twisty knots or land complex back handsprings. I had to work really hard at every part of it.

The summer after high school, my dad saw an ad in the local paper announcing auditions for a Hollywood movie filming in my town. It was a basketball film called Blue Chips; I’m pretty sure it’s on Netflix if you want to check it out. The casting agents were looking for “real cheerleaders.” When I arrived at the audition in my school’s official cheer uniform, I was shocked and embarrassed to find the other girls in sexy outfits, in the half shirts and tight biker shorts that were all the rage in 1994. I told my mom that I needed to change immediately, that I had to look like everyone else, but she convinced me to stay in my uniform. This was a moment that I will never forget, when I had to screw up my courage and decide to be myself instead of trying to look or be like the rest of the world.

Amazingly, I made the cut and landed one of the roles. This was my introduction to movie making, but also to fierce competition and ridiculous fad diets. Many of the other actresses on the set were following the trendy “pineapple diet.” Something inside me knew that consuming basically nothing but pineapple would be a bad move—though I did feel tempted to try it several times!

I survived my 15 minutes of movie fame and resumed my original ambition to become a professional dancer. I knew I wasn’t Juilliard material right out of the high school gate and wasn’t likely to win a spot at the famous New York City arts conservatory. I just didn’t have the gifts required to make it into a top school like that, but I still was good enough to pursue dance competitively, and I was an extremely hard worker. Staying focused and driven, I managed to get into a different but still very competitive conservatory, the American Musical and Dramatic Academy in Manhattan, and even win a scholarship. My program required the students to do it all—to act, sing, and dance. Jesse Tyler Ferguson was in my class; Jason Mraz was a friend and at the school at the same time. It’s funny that he was in the drama program and is a musical genius. We were at a place to be able to find our way. The school had a lot of talent, and we had to perform at our highest level.

Although I had done only a small bit of acting, the most challenging part for me was the singing. I wasn’t born with a natural vocal gift. I almost felt ill at the thought of having to stand up and sing to be critiqued in front of my peers. My roommates could prepare their songs without struggling as I did. To this day, I am still very close with my roommates Tamera, Candice, and Heidi, and they love to remind me how painful it was to listen to me rehearse “Matchmaker” from Fiddler on the Roof. However, looking back on my education, I am grateful that I was forced to explore all of the performing arts, not just the areas where I knew I could shine. If nothing else, this teaches you how to give it your all by being out of your comfort zone in safe environments as well as reaffirms your real passion.

Going in, I felt confident about my dancing talent. Dance, specifically ballet, had always been my everything. I clung to it, even as key pieces of my life were unraveling. My parents divorced when I was a senior in high school, and I had never quite regained equilibrium after that. I was super close with both my mom and my dad, and their split was tough for me to process or even accept. When I wasn’t busy dancing with my mom, I was playing chess with my dad, who reveled in the game’s strict rules and was equally excited when I learned how to break them. No divorce ever comes at a good time for a kid, but my parents’ timing was particularly awful. I didn’t realize it when we were an intact family unit, but their marriage provided a real sense of security for me. When it ended, I lost a lot of my footing; my world was rocked.

This was a terrible way to start college. Here I was, light-years away from my tiny Indiana high school, nose to nose with talented kids from all across the country, being asked to show up in ways I never had before, singing, acting, giving my best as a dancer—and on the inside, I was falling apart, my heart breaking.

On the outside, things were changing, too. Money was extremely tight. My mom had to work three jobs to keep things going for my sisters, brother, and me. She had dropped me off at school in New York with only $20 in my pocket. Whenever I wasn’t in class, rehearsing, or performing, I was working odd jobs, first as a waitress at a little Italian restaurant on the Upper West Side, and then as a salesgirl at the Gap on 86th and Broadway. Even so, after tuition and living expenses were paid, I had zero budget for healthy food. I survived on bagels with mustard and tomato, frozen yogurt, and—thinking they must be healthy—fat-free snack foods.

The physical effects of this diet were not subtle. I began to gain weight and was immediately thrust smack back into my insecurities from an angle I had never experienced and one that threatened my passion. I gained 35 pounds in 18 months. This is a disturbing weight gain for anyone, but for someone who’s 5 feet tall and determined to be a professional dancer, it’s downright devastating. If I had been an accounting or history major, it probably would have been a different story. I could have been fine in a sweater and jeans in the library, hiding behind my books as I worked to combat the weight or just learned to accept my new shape. Instead, my dance curriculum required me to be onstage several times a day, in front of many people, most of them paid to judge my performance. I could feel my instructors clocking, often not so quietly, every pound that found its way to my hips.

Dance, and acting too, are generally realms reserved for the super fit and skinny. It was really painful to see that I was sabotaging my success as a dancer even though I was doing nothing but trying to succeed and make my ballerina mom proud, like any child would. I felt my dream career slipping away from me every time I stepped on the scale. My instructors didn’t help my confidence. After class they’d say things like, “If Disney stays on Broadway, you could get character work, maybe as the teapot” or “It’s such a shame that you’ve gained weight, because you have a lot of talent.”

So I ate less, letting go of my treasured frozen yogurt, and kept dancing at least 4 hours every day. But I still couldn’t seem to shake the majority of the extra weight.

Luckily, wisely, I never turned to drugs and didn’t develop an eating disorder, but boy, did I start to overexercise. After dancing all day, I’d take a Pilates or step aerobics class, pushing my body to its limits in the hopes of meeting the unrealistic expectations of the dance community.

I definitely wasn’t ready to stop trying. In fact, I was more motivated than ever to get my body back. Now, I just needed to find the right solution to my problem.
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A LOVE OF MOVEMENT, THE BIRTH OF A METHOD

After I graduated, I stayed in New York, got an agent, and landed a few respectable gigs. I was the understudy in a Broadway show and made an equity performance of A Chorus Line in Chicago. I certainly showed my college instructors that I could be more than a Disney teapot. But I was still struggling with my weight the entire time. The professional performance world was much worse than the conservatory; we were all competing for the same limited roles, and the vibe was cutthroat.

To stay in the game, I had to be as thin as possible, but I was starting to see that I couldn’t manage my weight in a healthy way. My body was not happy living on steamed chicken breast and plain veggies while squeezing in multiple aerobic classes a day and running to audition after audition. This pace was out of balance. I couldn’t listen to my body and understand its cravings, messages about what I needed to stay healthy, protect my menstrual cycle, and properly manage my stress before it turned toxic.

I was starting to lose my love for the dancer life, in all its variety. I felt like a failure, a disappointment to my mom and to myself. Every family conversation revolved around my career, not around my happiness and health. My parents wanted for me only what I appeared to want for myself, but I was hiding the truth about my personal journey. I didn’t tell them that I had lost touch with joy and needed a reality check.

My boyfriend at the time was Eric Anderson, who was a professional basketball player for the New York Knicks. He is 6 feet 8 inches tall; I always found it funny when he towered over me. We had met during the filming of Blue Chips in Indiana and had been dating off and on ever since. He had seen me through years of weight struggles and had always supported me through disheartening times. We eventually got engaged, a happy moment despite my inner troubles.

At this point, my efforts to break into the dance scene in NYC just weren’t working. My agent sent me to LA on acting auditions, but all I wanted to do was be a dancer. My dreams hadn’t changed, although I still couldn’t seem to keep my weight down. Eric and I started our life together as an engaged couple. I was on the brink of giving up altogether when I found out that I was pregnant with my son Sam. Around the same time, Eric injured his back and was sent to a summer rehab program for hurt players. I went with him and met a doctor who would unknowingly plant the seed that would blossom into the work that I do today.

This passionate doctor, a huge basketball fan, was doing a research project to see if there was a way to optimize a method of muscular training for basketball players to protect their spines to prevent future back surgeries or to help them return to top physical form without needing major surgical intervention. The doctor had seen many players end their basketball careers prematurely and end up in La-Z-Boys for the rest of their lives.

The doctor had done extensive muscle biopsies to study the strength and flexibility of muscle tissue. He wanted to understand how the brain participates and how to create strength that was strong yet flexible enough to allow the athlete to perform fast and injury-free. How could players perform at a professional level yet still remain healthy? What exact movements would keep the muscles perfectly in balance? The doctor was attempting to discover which rehabilitation exercises could maintain the positive effects of back surgery or prevent it altogether.

This is where I came in! Basketball isn’t dance, but being a top athlete involves a level of choreography; you have to do a series of orchestrated movements to get to an end result. I could do that. Out of curiosity, and purely to help Eric’s back heal, I asked the doctor to talk to me about what he was doing, and he quickly saw that I had a knack for understanding his project and its goals. I was clearly passionate about how bodies moved and knew a lot about how they worked. After helping him come up with initial movement concepts for a preventive program for basketball players’ backs, I wondered if it would be possible to develop a series of movements for any part of the body. And if I could do it for a basketball player, could I do it for a dancer like myself? I was suddenly determined to create a program that would help dancers reach their optimal form.

I didn’t want to wing it. I did research and conducted studies. I learned everything I could about the connection between the brain and the body, and the way that our bodies can morph given the right circumstances, revealing what’s truly possible and connecting back to our primal selves. I applied everything I learned to myself and realized, “This really works!”

I engaged with 150 different women and measured them for 5 years in 20 different areas as they worked with me to become as strong, balanced, and healthy as possible. At the beginning, each of them was lacking balance and self-confidence, and many even felt deeply disconnected from their bodies, as if they were resigned to their fate based on their genes, or their metabolism, or whatever else it was that made them believe that they couldn’t change. They all wanted their bodies to be wildly different from what they were, and this lack of self-acceptance was wreaking havoc on their self-esteem. Their happiness was in some ways directly connected to their weight, and they each struggled to make positive changes. I knew then that my new endeavor was really important and could be for more than dancers alone. I kept researching, kept talking to medical experts, and kept working with women, and soon my mission crystallized: I would develop tools to help create balance where there is imbalance in the body, for everybody and anybody, everywhere and anywhere.

[image: ]

WORD TRAVELS FAST

I was 3 years into my project, working with my first test group in Indiana, when a writer for the American Idol magazine called me for a quote. I had helped one woman in particular transform her body beyond her wildest dreams, and people wanted to know how she did it. From there, things got crazy pretty fast. I opened my first studio in California. The clients who came regularly and followed my method noticed their bodies changing, dramatically. Because this was Los Angeles, many of those folks were celebrities. Gwyneth Paltrow heard about me through a friend and asked me to please help her lose weight after the birth of her son, Moses. After she left our first appointment, she called her friend Madonna, who had recently been recovering from a horse riding accident. You can guess how it went from there.

The funny thing is that I never set out to build a business or a brand. I was really only interested in each person who stood in front of me, and in creating a program that was customized to their unique body type, fitness level, and lifestyle. I was a farm girl from Indiana, but now the paparazzi were circling around me! I was called a “secret weapon” for celebrities and an “exercise guru.” I was portrayed as a ruthless trainer who demanded that her clients work out 2 hours a day, 6 or 7 days a week, with the goal of achieving a teeny, tiny physique. The truth is that I didn’t even know how to explain exactly what I did with my clients. I developed different programs for different people. And I believed then, and still believe now, that teeny, tiny is far from the only way to be beautiful. Feeling connected and in proportion makes everyone feel like they are balancing their mind and body successfully, and owning their choices.
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Gwyneth encouraged me to share my work with the world. Hesitant as to how I could share it all but trusting her, I created a series of DVDs. It was really important to me to showcase my method in the right way. I wanted women to understand that restoring balance where there is imbalance—and excess weight is often a sign of imbalance—is a very personal journey. It was impossible for me to summarize my program in a quick interview; you weren’t going to get the gist of what I was offering in a 2-minute clip on Entertainment Tonight. To make sure that I was really sharing the best of what I had to offer, I knew I would have to continuously produce videos to counteract the
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