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A Note From Geezell

Here is something nobody hands you a roadmap for: your body doesn't get the memo that
the shift is over.

For 26 years and 5 months, my nervous system was on high alert — reading every room,
managing every threat, staying controlled in impossible situations. My body absorbed that.
My mind absorbed that. And when | finally retired, nobody told me what to do with all of it.
The world expects you to be fine because you were tough enough to do the job. But tough
doesn't mean unscathed.

Slowly — not all at once — something started to lift for me. My spirit finally had room to
breathe. This guide is what | wish someone had handed me in that first year: plain
language for what is happening in your body, and real, gentle ways to start moving through
it.

This guide is educational and is not a substitute for therapy, medical care, or a
mental health diagnosis. If you are struggling, please also reach out to a licensed
professional — you deserve real support, not just information.

What Hypervigilance Actually Is

Hypervigilance is your nervous system staying in a state of readiness for danger, long after
the actual danger has passed. It is not a character flaw and it is not "being dramatic." It is a
body doing exactly what it was trained, for years, to do.

For decades, your work required you to scan for threats, stay alert during long shifts, and
manage your reactions in high-stakes moments — often while looking calm on the outside
no matter what was happening on the inside. Your nervous system got very good at that
job. It just never got the memo that the job ended.
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How It Shows Up After Retirement

You may recognize some or all of these. Naming them is not diagnosing you — it is simply

telling the truth about what a high-stakes career can leave behind.

Trouble truly relaxing, even when there is nothing left to "manage."
Waking at the same time you always woke for a shift, even with nowhere to be.
Automatically scanning a room, noting exits, or sitting facing the door out of habit.

A startle response to sudden noise or movement that feels bigger than the moment
calls for.

Difficulty sleeping, or sleep that does not feel restful.
Emotional numbness, or trouble reconnecting with joy the way you remember it.
Irritability or a short fuse that surprises even you.

A persistent sense that something is wrong, even when nothing actually is.

Why It Happens — In Plain Language

Your nervous system has two basic settings that matter here: a state of alert readiness

(built for responding to danger) and a state of safety and rest (built for connection,
digestion, sleep, and healing). A high-stakes career trains the alert state to switch on fast
and stay on long. Retirement removes the danger — but the nervous system does not

downshift on its own just because the calendar changed.

The good news: the nervous system that learned hypervigilance can also learn safety. It

takes repetition, not willpower alone — the same way you built the old pattern through

repetition, you build the new one the same way.
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This Is Not a Life Sentence

Healing here does not mean forgetting what you lived, or pretending the years did not
leave marks. It means teaching your body, slowly and consistently, that it is safe to stand
down. That work is real, and it is possible — for people who have carried this far longer
than you have.

Practices to Begin Regulating Your Nervous
System

Breath
Slow, extended exhales tell your body it is safe. Try inhaling for a count of 4, holding for 4,
and exhaling for a count of 6-8. A longer exhale than inhale is the part that matters most.

Grounding Through the Senses

When your body feels on alert, name 5 things you can see, 4 you can hear, 3 you can
touch, 2 you can smell, and 1 you can taste. This pulls your nervous system out of
scanning-for-threat and back into the present moment.

Movement That Feels Good, Not Punishing
Skating, fishing, bowling, walking, stretching — movement chosen for pleasure, not
performance, helps discharge stored tension. It does not have to be intense to work.

Time Outdoors
Natural light and time near water, trees, or open sky have a measurable calming effect on
the nervous system. Even a few minutes counts.

Consistent Sleep Anchors
A consistent wake time, natural morning light, and reduced screens before bed help retrain
a nervous system that spent years on unpredictable schedules.

Connection Without Explanation
Being around people who understand your experience without you having to explain it is,
itself, a nervous system regulator. This is one of the most underrated tools you have.
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Exercise: Body Check-In

Pause right now. Notice, without judgment, what is true in your body in this moment.

Where do | feel tension right now?

What does my breathing feel like — shallow, held, easy?

On a scale of 1 (fully at ease) to 10 (fully on alert), where am | right now?

Exercise: My Triggers and My Anchors

Situations, sounds, or moments that tend to trigger my alert state:

Practices, people, or places that reliably help me feel safe and settled:
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When to Seek Additional Support

This guide is a starting point, not a finish line. Please reach for more support if:

e Sleep disruption, numbness, or hypervigilance is affecting your daily life or
relationships.

e You are relying on alcohol or other substances to feel calm or to sleep.
e You are having thoughts of hopelessness or harming yourself.

A licensed therapist who specializes in first responder or public service trauma can offer
real, personalized treatment that a guide like this one cannot. Many departments'
Employee Assistance Programs (EAP) extend some services to retirees — it is worth a call
to check.

If you are in crisis or thinking about harming yourself, please call or text 988 (the Suicide &
Crisis Lifeline) any time, day or night. You do not have to carry this alone, and reaching out
is not weakness — it is exactly the kind of courage this community was built to honor.

For a curated list of retreats and programs built specifically for public service retirees
working through this same healing, see the companion Wellness Retreat Directory.
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Come Home to the Community

Healing a nervous system that has been on alert for decades is not work you were ever
meant to do in isolation. The Retired and Realizing community is full of people who
understand exactly what "the shift never really ends" feels like, without you having to

explain a single word of it. Come as you are.

Join the Retired and Realizing Facebook Group:
https://www.facebook.com/share/g/1EWFR1xcnZ/
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