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The Mental Weight of Living Outside the Lines
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I’ve worn the uniform, worn the harness, and worn the scars. None of them came with a manual for how to be a man who wasn’t born into it, a soldier who came home with more questions than answers, or a blue-collar worker whose soul craved something beyond survival.

This book isn’t just about being a veteran. It’s not just about being trans. It’s not just about mental health or being good at a dozen things in a world that wants you to pick one. It’s about the mental weight of living outside the lines, of carrying a life that doesn’t fit neatly in anyone else’s box.

I’ve fought wars within. I’ve stood outside in the unpredictable weather of this earth for 12-plus-hour shifts while my brain begged for a purpose I couldn’t define. I’ve transitioned under the judgmental eyes of strangers and family alike. And I’ve juggled more career paths and creative dreams than society thinks I deserve to have, because apparently being “too much” is a problem when you don’t come from privilege.

This book is for the misfits, the in-betweeners, and the overthinkers with calloused hands. The ones who feel too soft for hard places and too hard for soft ones. The ones who never got the blueprint because they were too busy surviving.

We talk about mental health like it’s one story, but the truth is that it wears different uniforms, identities, and paychecks. For people like me, and maybe like you, our stories don’t often get told in full. We’re either reduced to the trauma or celebrated for the resilience, but rarely acknowledged for the heavy, beautiful, chaotic middle.

Here, I’ll tell that middle.

Built Different & Wired For More isn’t just a title. It’s a truth. Some of us weren’t made to follow the standard path. We weren’t made to be just one thing. But that doesn’t mean the road isn’t heavy, or that the weight doesn’t come with cost. So let’s talk about it, raw, real, and without apology.

If you’ve ever looked around and thought, “Where the hell do I fit?” this is for you.

Because maybe we weren’t meant to fit.

Maybe we were meant to build new lines entirely.

Part I: Identity in Layers
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Chapter 1:

Wearing the Uniform
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I joined the military like a lot of us do, looking for structure, purpose, maybe an escape. I was young, angry, loyal to a country that didn’t fully know me, and still figuring out who I was beyond survival. What I didn’t expect was that the uniform would feel more like armor than identity. It gave me belonging, but only if I kept certain truths locked up tight.

In uniform, you’re a number. A rank. A cog in the mission. That kind of discipline can be powerful, especially when your life before the military felt like chaos. It taught me how to lead, how to endure, and how to wake up with a plan and follow through no matter how tired or broken I felt. But it also taught me how to shut the hell up when something inside me was screaming for attention, something deeper than exhaustion. Something that looked like dysphoria, depression, and a growing disconnect between my body and my soul.

They teach you how to break yourself down to be rebuilt, but they don’t always put the right pieces back. And if you try to rebuild yourself differently, on your own terms, it’s seen as weakness, rebellion, or worse, betrayal.

Before I even knew the word “transgender,” I knew something was off. My whole life felt like I was miscast in a role I didn’t audition for. The military didn’t change that. It just made it easier to mask. Camouflage is more than a uniform. It’s a way of life when your truth doesn’t match what’s expected of you.

I kept my head down and did my job. I gave everything. And still, I walked away feeling both proud and painfully invisible. Not because the work didn’t matter, but because I did, and it felt like no one saw me.

They saw the soldier. They saw the toughness. But not the mental toll. Not the nightly anxiety, the fight to reconcile strength with sensitivity, masculinity with vulnerability, and honor with identity.

When I finally left the service, I brought a suitcase full of discipline, trauma, and questions no one prepared me to answer. I wasn’t just transitioning from military to civilian. I was transitioning into myself. And the truth is, that transition is still happening every day.

Wearing the uniform taught me how to fight. But taking it off taught me who I was actually fighting for: me.

This chapter of life doesn’t come with medals. No one salutes you for finding the courage to face your own mind, to heal from what you carried silently, or to become the person you always were underneath the protocol. But that’s the kind of strength no battlefield can measure.

So when people say, “Thank you for your service,” I nod. But inside, I think, You have no idea what that service really cost.
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Chapter 2:

Becoming Me
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There’s no clear moment when you suddenly “become” yourself. No switch flips. No parade. No final form. It’s more like a slow, messy unraveling, peeling away everything you were told to be until what’s left finally feels like home.

For me, that process wasn’t a single decision. It was a lifetime of moments that added up to one undeniable truth: I was a man living in a body that never let me fully show up as one. And no matter how hard I tried to fit in, blend in, or muscle through the discomfort, it didn’t go away. It just got heavier.

Coming out as transgender wasn’t a revelation to me. It was a relief. But saying it out loud was a whole different war. I had already served a country that didn’t even want to acknowledge trans people’s right to exist, let alone thrive. I already knew what it felt like to suppress yourself for the sake of the mission, the unit, the family, and the job. But the more I denied my truth, the more I started to lose myself entirely.

And yet, when I started transitioning, it wasn’t just about gender. It was about taking ownership of my body, my voice, and my damn life. It was the first time I ever really chose myself.

But choosing yourself isn’t always celebrated, especially in a world where people feel entitled to have an opinion about your identity. Some folks treated my transition like a betrayal. Others acted like I was just confused or seeking attention. Blue-collar spaces aren’t exactly known for their emotional intelligence, and even in the veteran community, the “brotherhood” has its limits.

I lost people. Family. Friends. But I found something way more powerful: alignment. I started walking into rooms and no longer flinching when someone said “sir.” I started recognizing myself in the mirror. I started breathing in my chest instead of bracing in my bones.

The hardest part wasn’t transitioning. It was surviving all the years I couldn’t.

People talk about transitioning like it’s just medical. But it’s mental, emotional, and spiritual. It’s peeling back all the lies you told yourself just to stay safe. It’s grieving who you had to be just to be tolerated. And it’s realizing you were never broken, just buried.

And yes, transitioning came with fear. Of being targeted. Of being misunderstood. Of losing opportunities. But nothing was scarier than the idea of spending the rest of my life performing a role that killed me slowly every day.

This isn’t just about gender. It’s about truth.

Because when you’ve spent years building a life around being what others need, choosing to be what you need feels radical. Revolutionary. Real.

And once I finally became me, there was no going back.
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Chapter 3:

Steel-Toed Resilience
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You don’t get a medal for clocking in at 4:30 AM. No thank-you cards for pulling 12-plus-hour shifts in freezing wind or blistering heat.

Nobody stands around and applauds when your back aches, your hands bleed, or you go home too tired to eat, but still get up and do it again the next day.

That’s the blue-collar way. It’s hard. It’s honest. And most of the time, it’s invisible.

For me, stepping into blue-collar work after the military was both familiar and foreign. I knew discipline. I knew endurance. But this was a different beast. This was physical survival that no longer came with a rank or a mission, just a paycheck and a pressure to prove you belonged.

There’s a certain pride in this world. It’s the kind of pride built from welding sparks, calloused palms, and dirt under your nails. It’s a pride that says, “We might not be seen, but we built this damn country.” And we did. Veterans, immigrants, mechanics, riggers, crane operators, linemen, truckers, people like us are the reason this machine runs.

But behind that pride is also pain. The kind we’re not allowed to talk about. Mental health in the trades is treated like a joke, something weak men cry about instead of “getting the job done.” We’re told to suck it up. Walk it off. Drink it away. And God forbid you say you’re struggling, especially if you’re already carrying
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