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All who serve! Thank you for facing the chaos of our world. May you always find calm to live in balance for yourselves and those who love you. You are seen, valued, appreciated, and resilient.

And my son, Sergeant Tyler Durden, who carries a quiet strength—always calm, generous, and supportive of others. I give a nod to your incredible resilience, kind spirit, and protective nature.

Advance Praise for

Dial Down: Holistic Strategies to Move from Chaos to Calm
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“Thought-provoking tools to help navigate the many challenges life can present.”


— Major Oprah Odugbela 

U.S. Air Force and Family Nurse Practitioner 



“Encouraging and inspiring, this book offers practical tips and authentic insights on finding peace and balance amidst chaos. A must-read for anyone seeking calmness and grounding in their lives.”


— Rachel Draxler 

Principal Fraud Investigator



“Where were these tools when I was a young firefighter? I feel that first responders and military members will benefit from learning these methods of releasing from the chaos of our jobs both in the short and long term.”


— Michael Hook 

Fire Captain (ret.) and U.S. Navy veteran



“An organic, compelling collection of real-life challenges and triumphs showing that we can impact ourselves and others in immeasurable ways. Dial Down instills the valuable lesson of how important true connection is. It compels us to learn to cherish, protect, and support the ones we love, including ourselves.”


— Joe’s Legacy: Ciera Durden, Karli Durden Nelson, and Jake Durden
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How do you come down to a soft landing? For paratroopers like Raquel and me, you understand after stepping out of the aircraft you are going to the ground one way or another. We train and prepare for contingencies and know that the hard landings are more frequent than not. Those hard landings add up over time and much like a life of service, there are hidden costs. The weight of responsibility and leadership takes its toll, yet we push forward without pause. The charges add up while we neglect our own well-being.

Raquel’s book, Dial Down: Holistic Strategies to Move from Chaos to Calm, is a guide to thriving, not just surviving the hidden challenges. She offers simple, practical tools grounded in holistic wellness that will prepare you for a soft landing from the hard parts of life. The stories are real, the prescription works, and you just need to take the first step.

Raquel and I served together for several years in and out of the Army. She has an innate ability to develop people and deliver results. Whether she is working in recruiting, for intelligence, in a joint and coalition force in Africa, or with health care providers during the COVID-19 pandemic, I’ve seen how her passion for people sets the conditions for individual and organizational excellence. This book is a fusion of her experiences and provides a framework for self-development.

This isn’t just a guide; it’s a collection of real stories from those who have faced challenges and turned inward to restore their strength. Raquel presents these personal stories with practical advice on yoga, breathwork, journaling, nutrition, and prayer, making this an interactive and easy-to-follow resource. As warriors and leaders, we know the value of discipline and strategy. Dial Down reminds us that hard landings happen, the hidden costs are real, and there are proven methods to overcome challenges and be your best.

If you’re ready to embrace positive change, this is your book. Read it. Use it. And take that next step toward a better, more balanced life. 


— Peter C. VanAmburgh, Ed.D, Colonel (U.S. Army Retired)

Author of One Mission to Africa, Leadership Lessons for a Lifetime
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Introduction: A Guide to Grounded Living
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In a world that often feels noisy, relentless, and chaotic, Dial Down: Holistic Strategies to Move from Chaos to Calm offers a path to stillness, balance, and clarity. I am a retired U.S. Army Lieutenant Colonel, combat veteran, paratrooper, and advanced-stage cancer survivor. In my retirement, I co-founded a nonprofit organization serving women veterans and first responders. With my wealth of experience and unshakable resilience, I provide actionable, evidence-based, and experiential tools to help readers navigate life’s challenges with calm and renewed strength. I have faced my own profound moments of chaos. 

One such experience occurred in the aftermath of 9/11, when I was assigned as a Casualty Assistance Officer (CAO) at the Pentagon crash site. I served as a personal liaison to a victim’s family, helping ease the heavy burden of identification, burial, and benefits. My first task was to ask the victim’s family to gather personal items—toothbrush, hairbrush, and razor—for DNA identification.

One morning during this assignment, I encountered a search team composed largely of military band members—musicians who had been repurposed as responders. The team’s mission was to search for the “ABCs,” a stark, operational term for Airplane, Body, and Computer parts. The search team wore makeshift hazmat suits crafted from disposable hospital scrubs, gas masks, and duct tape sealing their wrists and ankles. 

The air was thick with the acrid stench of burning JP-8 airplane fuel, a smell that lingered for weeks and remains a powerful trigger for me to this day. I recall that the smell alone was overwhelming, but the weight of the task was vast. Because I held a top-secret security clearance, I was given an additional duty to my CAO role. I was charged with gathering and securing any classified documents the search team recovered from the wreckage, safeguarding sensitive information amid unimaginable destruction.

Such moments stay with a person, reshaping their understanding of resilience and survival making me question how do people process experiences like these and how do they overcome the triggers that linger long after the chaos has passed. 

My own journey has taught me that even in the face of chaos, grounding practices are essential for reclaiming calm. At its core, Dial Down incorporates personal stories from individuals in high-stress professions including military personnel, first responders, and emergency room nurses, who have used these tools to regain and continuously access their inner calm through “story boards” presented in the book. The contributors share their journey toward crafting a personal mantra, a simple yet powerful mindfulness tool they rely on to center themselves. Interspersed with these inspiring stories are chapters introducing holistic practices such as yoga, nature immersion, journaling, plant-based eating, and prayer.

This book is an invitation to learn, engage, and grow. It is designed as an interactive guide, encouraging readers to reflect on their experiences and incorporate these wellness practices into their life. This book is a tool to return to as often as needed. Each chapter provides practical strategies to enhance self-awareness, foster connection, and thrive despite life’s inevitable stressors. Think of Dial Down as your personal wellness toolkit, a transformational guide to grounding yourself and thriving in the face of personal challenges and the chaos of our shared world.

The after-tax proceeds from Dial Down will support organizations and good causes dedicated to advancing holistic wellness practices and fostering meaningful connections for those who need them most. This commitment amplifies the book’s mission of promoting healing, resilience, and connection, ensuring its impact extends far beyond the written page.
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How to Use This Book

There is no single “right” way to navigate Dial Down. Whether you read it cover to cover or dive into the chapters that resonate most, this book is here to meet you exactly where you are. Here is how to make the most of it:

	
Read with Reflection: Take your time with each chapter. Highlight passages, underline key points, and jot down thoughts in the margins. Pause often to reflect on how each wellness practice or personal story speaks to your unique life experiences and challenges. By engaging actively with the content, you will create a personal connection that deepens your understanding.


	
Engage with the Exercises: Each chapter introduces a wellness practice, explains its benefits, and walks you through step-by-step guide to incorporate these practices into your life. These exercises encourage you to turn inward and take actionable steps toward cultivating calm. Pay close attention to the personal stories. Each one offers relatable perspectives and motivation for embracing these practices in your own life.


	
Craft Your Own Journey: Reflective prompts and poetry exercises guide you in creating a personal mantra and a tailored wellness routine. What works for one person may not work for another. This book empowers you to design strategies that truly fit your unique needs.


	
Keep it Close: As life evolves, so will your wellness needs. Keep this book nearby as a trusted resource to revisit whenever you feel overwhelmed, unbalanced, or in need of grounding. It’s a living guide that grows with you, offering fresh insights and reminders as you face new challenges and seasons of life. If you are reading this as an e-book, consider pairing it with a hard copy to fully engage with the reflective exercises and personalized notes. 


Dial Down is more than a book. It is a companion for your wellness journey. Whether you are seeking calm amidst the chaos or striving to deepen your connection to yourself and others, this guide offers the tools, inspiration, and encouragement to flourish. With reflection and practice, you will learn how to move from chaos to calm and embrace a life grounded in resilience and balance. Read on!
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The Framework of Dial Down

This book is designed to help you move from reflection to action. It is built for busy people, blending inspiration with practical tools you can use immediately. The framework includes:

	
Personal Stories: Each real-life story is from an individual who has faced chaos head-on. Each story depicts how the writer moved through chaos and uncovered a personal grounding anchor. Each anchor begins with a vivid image of a memory from a real place that centers them. Using a simple, yet profound, cinquain poetry framework, we worked together to develop a memorable mantra linked to an anchor, helping to access calm wherever and whenever needed. These stories demonstrate the transformative power of turning inward and show that inner calm is not reserved for the few but is available to anyone willing to seek it. 


	
Holistic Wellness Practices: In addition to the personal stories are chapters that introduce evidence-based wellness strategies. From yoga and nature immersion to plant-based eating, journaling and prayer, each practice is explained with step-by-step guidance, real-world benefits, and tips for integration. These insights are drawn from my personal experience, my work with veterans and first responders, and proven strategies. Each practice is presented in a practical way to show how it can transform lives.


	
Interactive Tools: Throughout the book, you will have opportunities to create your own grounding anchor, personal mantra, and weekly wellness routine. Reflective questions and exercises help you connect to your inner calm repeatedly, just as others have done. You also will find space to explore how these practices can naturally fit into your life, making them easily accessible rather than overwhelming.


Together, these elements create a rhythm that is engaging and practical. By the end of the book, you will not just have read inspiring stories; you will have built a personalized toolkit to support your journey toward calm and resilience.
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Introducing the Storyboards

Central to Dial Down are its storyboards—visual and written reflections of each person’s journey from chaos to calm. These storyboards offer glimpses into the private thoughts and experiences of everyday heroes highlighting military personnel, first responders, and an emergency room nurse, who serve our communities and nation. They illustrate how individuals facing immense pressure find their way to a calm center.

But these are not just stories to admire. Each storyboard serves as a template, showing that anyone, regardless of circumstances, can craft tools to navigate chaos and find peace. Each storyboard captures:

	
Chaos: A brief overview of the challenges they faced, providing context and highlighting the universality of chaos.


	
An Anchor: A visual representation of their grounding anchor, a vivid image and memory of a real place that centers them. These anchors are personal but accessible, inviting readers to connect with the concept.


	
Calm: The transformation achieved through their mantra practice. Using a Cinquain poem structure resulting in a single unique word, they can now use to access calm regularly and on demand.


Think of these storyboards as both inspirational and instructional, helping you see how to navigate your unique challenges and build inner resilience. An example of a storyboard follows.
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Tim’s Storyboard: The Rooftop
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Chaos: Post-deployment Anxiety

Anchor: Coastline Image

Calm: Personal Mantra of “Order”
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With expertise in defense counterterrorism in North Africa, I found myself on a forward deployed rotation to support a special mission unit. During my watch, an attack occurred at the Radisson Blu Hotel in Bamako, Mali. A terrorist group had gone into the luxury hotel shooting. The American operator, who immediately responded and went in first, was my teammate and friend. Never in my military service had I experienced or heard of anyone going into a crisis solo. The Army had always drilled into me to have a buddy, work as part of a team. 

My commanding officer said, “Hey Tim, I need everything you’ve got on this event.” 

I knew immediately that this was a high-stakes situation—an ambush. At the time, the event hadn’t yet made the news. CNN wouldn’t report it for several hours. My command received approval to act before any other units in the area or even the American embassy. The chaos for me was the realization that this was real—someone I knew was actively involved. A friend of mine was running toward danger—a terrorist attack and hostage crisis.

I had been deployed to provide intelligence; I am not a shooter. I served as the senior intel analyst on a team of eight. We had to provide the best possible intel to support the operators on the ground. My team and I canvassed open-source information resources to build an accurate picture of what my teammate was walking into. 

We scoured Google Periscope (a live feed capability which was shut down in 2021), Twitter, and any other open-source channels for details. I knew there was limited intelligence, surveillance, reconnaissance, and medical assets.

My mind was racing, but I stayed focused on my boss’s words: “Give me everything you’ve got, Tim. Paint an accurate picture of what’s going on so we can best support the ground forces and the host nation.”

Like most initial reports, the first intel we received was incomplete and mostly wrong. Soon, we learned and confirmed that six Americans were held at the hotel. This attack occurred just after the Benghazi incident, where our nation’s response time had lagged. There was a deep, collective effort not to let that happen again. The stress of working through every angle to build a solid, accurate picture was enormous. At one point, communications went dark for two hours. I didn’t know the status of my friend. When he came back online, he urgently requested more resources and additional teammates. He ultimately got them.

This wasn’t a named operation with a playbook or a battle drill. This was a real-time response to a terrorist attack and hostage crisis. My boss gave us time and resources so my team and I could do our best work. Even in a climate-controlled room, the oppressive heat and unrelenting pressure of that crisis is seared into my memory.

***
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My mentoring relationship began with Tim when I accepted him into my unit as the new Second Lieutenant. Over the years, our bond has grown, and our relationship feels like family. He knew the emphasis and value I put on decompressing after a mission. 

The rising sun warms Tim’s shoulders and the back of his head as he sits on the well-worn lounge chair perched on the rooftop. As the sun climbs, birds call, and Tim watches the shadows disappear, revealing the glistening seawater of the Amalfi Coast. Having completed the most exceptional overseas mission of his Army career, Tim still feels responsibility for the baton he handed to the incoming team chief.

The experience was electrifying, everything felt so bright and daring. Being a part of global civilization was his adventure. After six months of being amped up and hypervigilant, Tim feels twinges of relief in being alone while gazing at the limitless water below. He no longer needs to search for overt threats and hidden terrors.

Tim starts to feel how small and insignificant we all are—tiny wheels in the big wheel of life. His days start earlier with a run in the sleepy stillness of off-season Sorento. The bustling beach town is cleansed of tourists, trash trucks, and absurd smells. There is no artificial commotion, only locals tending to their own errands.

Thankfully, when he runs there are no noises of cars backfiring or angry mufflers. It smells peaceful. It is peaceful. It is discoverable! Tim hears the silence that is his own heartbeat, breath, and cadence of his pace as he runs parallel to the attentive shoreline. As a seasoned runner, he moves with a gazelle-like ease, feeling the wind on his face. His feet move swiftly and there is no need to look down or worry. He trusts his sure footing and senses the newness all around.

When he returns to his hotel calmer, he finds his wife still sleeping. He makes his post-run coffee enjoying it at the perfect temperature with a dusting of raw sugar.

He laughs to himself, “Artistry in a cup.”

Then, he heads up to the rooftop. Seated comfortably and sipping his brew, a new awareness of gratefulness and humility arises. The ability and opportunity to sit in this nature-blessed, seemingly perfectly, safe space fills his awareness during these times.

Tim, a black man from humble roots, shared, “My demographics don’t trend to being a world traveler and to being able to take my wife.”

This experience feels both real and surreal. Every time Tim thought about this memory, a picture of a better life emerges.

“Were those seagulls?” he wonders.

After his most recent memory of the Amalfi Coast, they come into focus as seagulls. The added details become his new memory. Tim visits this peaceful safe space, his grounding anchor, to loosen the vise on his breath, memories, and mental traffic.

With his chaotic past and thoughts always pushing past the limits of performative roles and concerns, Tim regularly seeks solace near water. For him, water has its own order and renews his belief in a heavenly Creator. A deeper exhale and resetting solitude are his peaceful prizes to enjoy—no sharing or justifying.

Near water, he realizes things are not as big or busy as they seem. There are battle buddies for action, accountability, and camaraderie, but people need alone time too. Feeling the relief of being alone but not lonely, Tim relaxes into his rooftop view of the water . . . his water.

––––––––
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Poem

Rooftop

Unobstructed view

Glistening, exploring, limitless

Unsolicited warmth and peace

Order

––––––––
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Mantra

Order

––––––––

[image: ]


Tim’s personal mantra is the word order. By quietly revisiting his mantra whenever he needs a moment of calm, Tim can cultivate a sense of grounding.
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Chapter 1: Navigating Chaos
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Chaos is everywhere. Endless responsibilities and the demands of an ever-connected society have led us to wear “busy” as a badge of honor. We often mistake constant motion for purpose or value. But what if perpetual busyness isn’t a mark of success, but rather a response to stress? The chaos we cling to is often just a thin, fragile shield, hiding the deeper emotional and physical tolls of life.

Unknowingly, I lived this way for years. Outwardly, I embodied health and achievement. As a combat veteran with a thriving career, a devoted wife and mother, an athlete competing in triathlons, and someone leading a lifestyle many would deem exemplary, I seemed to have it all together. But inside, my body was fighting a silent battle. I wasn’t aware. At age 47, I was diagnosed with advanced-stage endometrioid cancer—a type of uterine cancer. I was told that the five-year survival rate was fifty-seven percent. I was forced to dial down and confront a reality I had never anticipated.

The world had conditioned me to be, know, and constantly do. My background in athletics and military service sharpened my ability to push through challenges, succeed, and persevere. So, my instinctive response to hardship was to push myself harder. Combat deployments, parachuting out of planes, and even cancer did not stop me. Well, at least not outwardly. After much deliberation, I chose the traditional treatments of surgery and chemotherapy as the accepted recipe for living. 

However, the physical, mental, and emotional toll of these cancer treatments were staggering. I realized I needed natural, gentler treatment, but the way forward was not clear and seemed risky. Up until this point in my life, I had regularly turned to a handful of healthy habits like running, the occasional yoga class, and prayer for resilience. I soon learned from my medical team that these habits were considered complementary treatments. My cancer journey is best described as discovery learning. I read multiple books, reviewed clinical studies, and actively sought advice from medical professionals and insights from other cancer survivors. Gathering information and exploring holistic options was not stressful; it comforted me. By nature, I am an enthusiastic encourager. Throughout the process of self-directed learning, I explored different approaches, deepened my understanding, and gained confidence in my decisions. With excitement, I wove together a personal holistic wellness plan. Inspired by how much better I felt, I eagerly shared my journey with others. It was not until I transitioned into survivorship and fully embraced holistic wellness that I realized chaos is not something to fix, avoid, or fear. Chaos is something to navigate.

Over time, I discovered simple strategies and comforting tools that helped me dial down the noise of life and find calm in any storm. I came to see that calm is not just an occasional refuge but a state I can access consistently by putting these practices into action. I found myself eagerly sharing this knowledge with anyone navigating a new cancer diagnosis, battling disease, or facing chaos in their lives. I fully believed these practices could offer them the same sense of calm and hope I had found.

Quickly, I noticed that those who adopted my suggested holistic practices appreciated the connection and found empowerment in having tangible actions they could take. I saw their mood shift from being overwhelmed to becoming active participants in their chaotic journey rather than feeling powerless.

This realization transformed my life inspiring me to obtain holistic certifications and co-found the nonprofit organization: Humble Warrior Wellness & Yoga, Inc. For nearly a decade, my nonprofit has served veterans and first responders, primarily in Georgia and Wisconsin, where I am deeply connected. By sharing the two pillars of connection and holistic wellness, we have enhanced well-being, reduced social isolation, and supported the prevention of suicide.

This book is my way of sharing transformational tools, insights, and practices with the greater community. I openly share what I know, how I live, and what I have taught others through my nonprofit and personal relationships. This book is for anyone seeking calm amidst life’s inevitable challenges, no matter what form your chaos may take.
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Why Now?

Most of us wait for a breaking point before prioritizing our well-being. But what if you did not have to? What if small, meaningful steps today could prevent long-term consequences of stress tomorrow? Do not wait for a disease, diagnosis, or disaster to force change. Let this book of holistic wellness strategies guide you toward positive transformation now.

Dial Down is not about fixing what’s wrong with you. This book is about nurturing what is already right within you. Using the tools and stories in this book, you will learn to:


	Embrace stillness in a fast-paced world.

	Develop resilience to life’s challenges.

	Build a wellness routine that evolves with you.



The journey begins here. Together, let’s move from chaos to calm and intentionally create a grounded, balanced life. Let this book serve as your trusted guide as you uncover your path to calm.
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Navigating Chaos Reflection Questions:


	How do you navigate chaos in your life?

	What is your grounding anchor—a vivid image and memory of a real place that helps to center you?
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Brandon’s Storyboard: The Deer Stand
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