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Here's something brain imaging research has revealed about traumatic
memory: when people relive a traumatic memory in a flashback, activity
drops in Broca's area — the part of the brain that turns thoughts into words
— while regions associated with emotion and sensory memory become more
active. That's part of why trauma can feel "unspeakable": in the moment of
recall, the verbal, sequencing side goes quiet and the sensory-emotional
side takes over. (Roughly speaking — the brain's speech center sits mostly
on the left, but memory, intuition, and reasoning all use both sides working
together, not one hemisphere acting alone.)

That's why the best thing you can do in the moment — when you have time,
like hearing of a loved one's death or receiving a difficult diagnosis, rather
than in immediate physical danger — is give your nervous system a
different signal. Slow down, and get the mind and heart working together
again.

The practice

Slow your breathing: five seconds in through the nose, five seconds out
through the mouth. As you breathe, place your hand on your heart — palm,
fingers, prayer position, knuckles, whatever feels natural.

That pace — about six breaths a minute — has been shown in research to
increase parasympathetic (vagal) activity, helping counterbalance the
body's stress response. Resting a hand on your heart simply gives your
attention somewhere to land while you breathe.

This is a general wellness practice, not a medical treatment or a substitute
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for trauma therapy. If you have a heart or lung condition, check with your
clinician first.

Why the heart matters

Researchers at the HeartMath Institute, drawing on the work of
neurocardiologist J. Andrew Armour, describe the heart as having its own
intrinsic nervous system — a network of roughly 40,000 neurons the
Institute calls the "heart brain." In HeartMath's framing, this network
processes information and signals the brain independently of conscious
thought. (This is the Institute's interpretation; mainstream neurocardiology
describes the heart's neural network primarily as regulatory circuitry.)

You've felt the disconnect. You can love and respect someone and know
logically you should stay — yet feel no passion or connection. Or have
nothing in common with someone and fall wildly in love. The heart and the
logic brain are not the same instrument.

In the HeartMath Institute's research program, the emotional states most
associated with heart-brain coherence — measured through
heart-rate-variability patterns — include caring, appreciation, gratitude,
and compassion.

What did their research find? In one small HeartMath study of 30 people,
five minutes of intentionally feeling care and compassion produced an
immediate average 41% rise in salivary IgA, a frontline immune antibody —
the lift faded within an hour, though it trended upward again over the next
six. Strikingly, the same study found the immune-dampening effect of five
minutes of anger lasted up to six hours. (A small, in-house, preliminary
study — not a large clinical trial.)

The takeaway

Thoughts and beliefs trigger emotions, and emotions trigger responses.
When the heart and mind are connected, intuition clears up and snap
decisions start aligning with your values instead of your fears. That's where
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healing begins — not in reliving the trauma, but in giving your nervous
system a different signal.

I use this practice to open every session of my trauma-informed
self-discovery group, before we do any deeper work. Five minutes. Your
hand, your breath, your heart.

---
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