Michael Kingslayer
To grind

“Pedigree is being dealt a royal flush; grinding is turning a losing hand into a win.”

I placed my passport on the counter; the officer stamped it and waved me forward. As I walked through the corridors, the walls seemed to close in, the air grew thick, and everything turned a shade of red with the oppressive weight of forever.

“Mommy, I need tissues” I awoke to my youngest daughter’s voice and saw it was 1:30 a.m. on a Tuesday night. Blood stained the sheets from my daughter’s self-inflicted nosebleed causing the memories of my 2007 Iraq deployment to flood back as I stumbled through the dark house for a box of tissues.

“That explains the dream about hell,” I thought, handing her the tissues and seeing the grotesque mess I had been sleeping in. Though I often dream of my deployments, the texture of my Daughter’s blood, the warmth and viscous nature of it, and the potent, invasive smell of copper crept through and further instigated my nightmare.

I live in two worlds. One is here, in the quiet hours of the night, holding tissues for my daughter. The other is back in Iraq, Afghanistan, and every training ground that carved my life into something I can’t put down. Both exist at once, and some nights they bleed together.

I grew up in a Ranger family. My father was a medic in 1st Ranger Battalion, my stepfather a radio man in 2nd Ranger Battalion, and my grandfather had worn the green beret in Vietnam.  Even my other grandfather was a typist during Korea. The Army wasn’t just a career path in my house, it was the only path.

I didn’t join out of pride or patriotism so much as ignorance. I never gave another life a chance. I never had the opportunity to either, due to our always moving every three years. The only consistency in my life were Spawn comic books, Resident Evil, and the dream of becoming Solid Snake from Metal Gear Solid. 
I became what I thought I was supposed to be: a Ranger in the 75th. Five deployments. A grueling yet transformative year at Ranger School, where a seasoned Green Beret’s slap became my first true lesson in respect. I lived within a culture that demanded everything and returned only scars and unyielding expectations. Attrition was relentless, turnover, almost unmanageable.
The year at Ranger School had not been anticipated, and four combat deployments without promotion and awards finally wore me down. To be a private in Ranger Regiment is a crucible in itself, but to remain one through four more deployments spoke less of the Regiment’s culture than of my own fierce idolization of it.
At the same time, my marriage was collapsing under constant betrayal. I carried the weight of both war and home and tried to convince myself that if I just pushed harder, I could carry it all. That I could still have a career as a Ranger.

But in 2012, after casualties I knew personally and another failed attempt at Ranger School, I broke. The pressure, the grief, the betrayal, it was too much. And in that moment of collapse, I realized something that felt like heresy: I couldn’t stay.

There is a stark difference between Ranger Regiment and Ranger School. Ranger School is a leadership evaluation course; Ranger Regiment is a Special Operations unit. For many of us in the 75th, Batt. Boys, this distinction is a point of constant frustration. A Ranger-qualified NCO or officer from the 82nd may call themselves a Ranger after graduating the school, but in our eyes, it borders on stolen valor. They did not endure our indoctrination, nor did they carry the weight demanded of a Special Operations soldier. And yet, once they complete Ranger School, they are free to volunteer for the Regiment. They must still pass our indoctrination process and prove themselves to a new brotherhood. Among us the saying is simple: Ranger School is a school. Ranger Regiment is a way of life.

Regiment had been my entire identity, a cult I had been born into. I’d taken my first baby steps in a Ranger aid station, where I later sat as a kid, Nintendo controllers thrust into my hand as older soldiers treated me like one of their own. Now those same halls spit me out as a weak man. When I finally left in 2013, I wasn’t just leaving a job. I was leaving my family, my past, and the only life I’d ever imagined.

When I left the Army, I didn’t step into a new life. I fell into a void. The Regiment had been everything, and suddenly I was nobody. I ended my marriage. I pulled my name from the lease, watched the car get repossessed, and walked away with nothing. I was broke, angry, and untethered.

I ran headlong into commercial diving. It was hard, dangerous work, and that was part of the appeal. Eight-hour dives followed by 12-hour drives; exhaustion so heavy I’d nod off underwater. There was a rhythm, a challenge, an environment that felt comfortably familiar.

But at night, it was the same old war. Drinking to keep the memories down. Dreams of rappelling out of helicopters, of static lines snapping taut as I stepped into the red glow of a jump. Sunrises over the Hindu Kush, mixed with faces I couldn’t forget and names I can’t remember. I was still there, still reliving the horror even when I was below the surface of some American lake or within a river.

Diving wasn’t enough, so I went back to Iraq as a civilian contractor. In 2015, I returned to fight ISIS. I had already fought Al Qaeda, the Taliban, and the Haqqani Network while in the Regiment. I thought reliving trauma could burn the memories out of me. As if seeing the same streets and carrying the same rifle would close the circle. It didn’t. It only dug the hole deeper. 

I did find a place of belonging among veterans. Peter Pan’s Lost Boys. Friendships and bonds were made because we all suffered and we all could joke about not only our military experiences but our failed marriages, our successful gym sessions, and the 30-day vacations we could finally afford. 
I left contracting to be a father. The other reason I went back overseas was money. Enough money to hire a lawyer and fight for custody. The battle failed so utterly that I ran. I ran back overseas in defeat, seeking the company of those who understood. I needed to validate my existence, and to punish myself for my failure.
Still, I had time with my daughter, even after the custody battle. This tiny person. Who once fell asleep on my chest after a day that began with a parachute training operation, rolled into a twelve-mile ruck march, and ended with qualifying on the 240B. She anchored me in a way nothing else could. I was determined to be the father I never had. 
When I was contracting, I drove my Jeep Wrangler from Michigan to Texas, Texas to Washington, Washington to Virginia, and back again—always moving, as if motion itself were survival. But now, when I drove from Texas to Washington, I had a plan.
By 2017, I became a union diver in Washington state, something I had been chasing for years. It should have been the finish line: steady work, good pay, respect.

I remarried after meeting another veteran with as many years overseas as myself, and we had kids. But I never got to see them due to working every weekend and having a Tuesday or Wednesday off when they were at work or school.

One day, I found myself in a tugboat’s fuel cell, broken finger, water pressing in, and I realized I wasn’t proving anything anymore. I was just surviving again. 

I turned to school. Welding, after years of circling around the idea of college. It gave me focus. The kind of hands-on work that kept my mind from drifting too far into the past. It also gave me just enough momentum to land a position as a civilian maintenance technician for the Army. It wasn’t glamorous, but it was stable, and for once, stability felt like something worth holding onto.
Then came 2020. The pandemic hit, and I found myself overwhelmed working alongside other veterans on a military base, threatened far too often by men who seemed to need to measure themselves against me. As a contractor, everyone had stood on equal footing. We were back in the world we understood. But in the civilian sphere, the balance shifted. Here, they were vehicle recovery specialists, fuelers, Marines. They demanded chances to prove themselves against a Ranger, as if that contest alone could validate their worth.
It was exhausting. Their aggression, their restless energy, their inability to accept their own service for what it was. One veteran even told me, ‘Yeah, yeah, we all had rounds thrown at us downrange.’ A phrase designed to diminish, to strip valor from experience, to dismiss the weight of courage with a shrug. After this same person threatened to cut my throat I decided I had enough. Leadership refused accountability, so I walked away.
I became an EMT, driven partly by the loss of a friend to COVID complications and partly by an old aspiration: To become a Special Forces Medic. My father had been a Ranger Medic, and emergency medicine felt like something passed down through blood. Maybe it started when I was a kid and he’d use me in training exercises, painting fake wounds on my arms/legs so his platoon could practice treating them.

I was again helping. I breathed for a 90-year-old woman in respiratory arrest and kept her alive long enough to hand her off to a doctor. I coached a man through a collapsed lung with nothing more than oxygen and stubbornness on our way to the ER. Hell, I just simply was there for a little girl who lost her father. It was bliss.
My mental health continued to fray: nightmares of combat, audible hallucinations of children screaming, and nights without sleep. The VA had failed me more times than I could count. Therapy was not inaccessible because of an overwhelmed system, but because of an institution that chose to serve veterans and then refused to follow through. When I called, I was told to wait a month or more. When I was scheduled, they demanded video conferences. Adding layers of technical obstacles that became insurmountable when the real work was simply facing the memories that drove me into an emotional tailspin. A phone call could have sufficed. Instead, obstacles were placed between me and treatment, reducing access to nothing more than a hollow promise. 
Once, I was told I articulated myself too well and would ‘be fine.’ The session was then canceled. Midday appointments were impossible with work, and on the rare occasions I managed to attend, I had to remove myself the rest of the day, inconsolable. The medications they prescribed packed sixty pounds onto my frame and coming off them felt like having COVID times ten.
Therapists told me to see a chaplain instead. The chaplains, uncertain of what to do, offered group sessions. I may be ignorant, but I expected those sessions would collapse into the same hollow contest of ‘who saw worse things.’ So I stayed away.
In time, I stopped expecting help. I came to believe they didn’t want to understand how to help combat veterans. As a family, we decided to go where my heroes spent their later years and we hoped to get better access to the VA because of them.
My family and I moved to San Antonio. In two vehicles loaded with what was left from packing, we drove off from Washington. It was an opportunity for my Wife’s career, for our mental health, and for a chance to start a new chapter.
The job market was brutal. My résumé carried titles that should have mattered: Special Operations veteran, underwater welder, EMT. But they never seemed to land. Firefighting had an age limit. Third-party providers funneled work into geriatric facilities instead of 911 calls. Pay rarely rose above $16 per hour with overtime demanded. My local county’s volunteer fire department wouldn’t return calls or acknowledge me when I showed up in person.
Even welding, the trade I had given a decade of my life to and earned a degree in, with my school’s academic recognition, shut me out. Employers looked past those ten years and instead grew suspicious of my recent decision to become an EMT, as if one path erased the other. Each rejection cut deeper, not only denying me work but also denying the worth of everything I had already endured. It felt as if my past had become an anchor, dragging behind me, and no matter how I tried to present myself, I couldn’t escape its weight.
I did receive an opportunity when I applied to be a Park Maintenance Ranger. On paper, the position was described as routine maintenance. In practice, the expectations extended far beyond that scope, requiring responses to volatile and even dangerous situations that were never part of the job description. It was a reflection of a broader job culture in the area. One that demanded more while offering less. Recognizing this imbalance, I made the conscious decision not to participate in the game for the time being and to refocus on a new direction and my family.
Eventually, I received my 100% disability rating for damaged joints and combat-related PTSD. Around that time, I quit drinking and smoking. The disability meant I could finally finish school, be home with my Daughters, and support my Wife. I had to hire lawyers to fight for me once again, but this time I won.
It was a quiet kind of celebration, and with it I began to understand where I belonged: beside my Wife, and as a mentor to my Daughters. My military experience became the foundation for small lessons: Teaching them how to tie knots, build jungle gyms out of rope, climb rocks, or scuba dive in the bathtub. 
I face my mental health each day with a five-mile run. The pain in my joints is an active choice. One I’d rather endure than to anguish at home alone. It’s not the running itself that saves me, but the ‘hello’ and the smiles I receive as I pass strangers on the road, wearing my Ranger Panties and calling this daily ritual a ‘patrol.’
I paint and arrange Warhammer 40k models to keep my hands busy and to revisit combat missions, as if reshaping my memories into something tangible. These miniature, brainwashed soldiers wear the same wounds my teammates once carried in battle. When I finish, I hand them to my children to play with, letting them inherit not the pain but the creation.
I was not born to be instantly recognized. I won’t earn money for my face or my voice. My military service came without decorations, and it will remain mine alone. But my legacy was never meant to be an easy life. My legacy is grinding the stone. Standing beside those who need someone to give their best. This life is hard, and I’m right here with you, enduring it too.
