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			Everyone has a cross to bear. Some crosses are heavier than others, and sometimes one cannot escape	 the umbilical cord to past situations. Toxic cycles of mental anguish and addiction can prevent a person from getting ahead in life, and many of the men and women who once protected this great nation from all enemies, both foreign and domestic, should never be forgotten, regardless of the circumstances they faced This is where Veterans Community Project (VCP) takes the lead in helping Veterans overcome the many barriers that have been restricting their success. This is how Veterans Community Project saved me from a path of self-destruction. 
		I served as a combat medic in Operation Iraqi Freedom during The Surge of 2007. That was the deadliest year for U.S. troops since the Vietnam War with 899 U.S. personnel killed in action. During this deployment, I treated horrific injuries and witnessed the unnatural deaths of my friends. The Army trained us for eight weeks to prepare to go to war. Part of that training indoctrinated us to the fact that allowing feelings to occur can get you killed in a war zone. Disassociation is a survival skill, unbeknownst it followed me back home to my family. Upon coming home, there were several days of turning in equipment and medical evaluations before quickly reentering society. Coming back was tough, but leaving the Army proved to be even more difficult.  My transition back into the civilian world was unsuccessful. I was not prepared to deal with the emotional overload and my life began to spiral out of control. I brought the war home with me.  
		My behavior led to a lengthy prison sentence of thirteen years. There is no one to blame but myself. Incarceration allowed me time to do some soul searching, however the same post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) and traumatic brain injury (TBI) that contributed to my bad behavior would not be treated in the prison setting. Those symptoms of mental health disorders are going to follow me out of prison and may have possibly become much worse than when I went in. 
		My first stop after being released from prison was the Kansas City Veterans Administration Transitional Residence (KCVA-TR). This process allowed me to slowly start to adapt to normal life again. It was much better than a prison cell and I began to work on socialization skills. The TR is a very nice building but is located in an area of town where gunshots are heard frequently. Even just looking at the bullet holes in the black metal fence posts reinforced my hypervigilance and sense of impending doom. Right in front of the building is a shrine honoring someone who was gunned down just before I moved in. With my head still in battle mind mode, it was difficult to progress forward.
		As soon as I was able to purchase a somewhat reliable vehicle, I drove down to Veterans Community Project. I had heard of the “tiny homes” for Veterans but knew nothing else. When I first walked into the VCP Outreach Center, I was warmly greeted by the other Veterans hanging out and the staff on duty. It was a good feeling, but I was cautiously optimistic. When most people hear that you have been incarcerated, the stigmatization stings like a leather whip. The barriers to housing and employment that I had already experienced left me embarrassed and ashamed. I did not know how much longer I could go on with rejection after rejection. Suicide was suddenly on the table. 
		I started to visit the VCP Outreach Center frequently. It was my reprieve to pick up food, snacks, relax, and enroll in the various services that are offered only to Veterans. I decided to take a risk and tell Carol, one of the case managers at VCP, that I had been incarcerated. We talked about different places where I could find employment, but I was too embarrassed to tell her that they would not hire me because I have a felony. But when I told Carol about my past, she looked me dead in the eyes and said that the only thing she cared about was the Veteran standing in front of her. That began to erode my cautiously optimistic ideology to a warm sense of inclusion. I think I may have found a place where I belong. 
		As I began to befriend the many Veterans that visit the Outreach Center, one of the residents in the tiny homes asked me if I would like to see his house. Curiosity got the best of me, and we walked down to The Village where an entire Veterans’ community existed. I was mesmerized by the 49 tiny homes of various pastel colors, well-kept grass, dog park, green house, labyrinth (meditation area), and the Veteran Village Center. On top of that, it was quiet and serene. Now my interest piqued on what I needed to do next: fill out an application for housing. 
		After two extensive interviews I was accepted into the VCP Residential Program. My first stop was at the Veteran Village Center to meet my case manager, take a urine test, and sign some final authorizations. Next, I was guided down to my new home for the next two years. When I entered the 240 square foot dwelling, I could not believe my eyes. There was new furniture, a bed that was made with a navy-blue comforter, real paintings on the walls, a white desk with a padded chair, television mounted on the wall, and enough food for two weeks. The initial feeling was shock. I could not believe that people did this for me. The disabled, homeless Veteran. The felon. The “unsuitable” guy. Those were my labels of rejection. Now, all that I felt was love. Tears ran down my cheeks as I tried to hide them and the only words that I could produce was a crackled, “Thank you”. 
		Now that I am temporarily housed at the VCP, the work begins. This is not a program where you just sit back drinking coffee all day and watch soap operas, you must better yourself. Goals are set and monitored at least monthly. I meet with my case manager, Darcy, weekly. While she is much younger than me and stands about 5’2”, do not let her tiny stature fool you. She is direct and passionate about the program and her clients. If you slip up, Darcy is going to correct you. But I have never had a person advocate so diligently for me. When I need advice, support, or a letter of recommendation, Darcy goes the distance to help me succeed. 
		The journey at Veterans Community Project is unique to each individual. A person’s history of hurts, habits, and hang-ups can better be explored when they are in a safe place and are surrounded by people that genuinely care. While I work on PTSD and other afflictions, some of my goals include: improving my credit score, paying off debt, utilizing resources to overcome barriers to employment, and eventually securing permanent housing.  We all have choices, however, VCP empowers the Veteran to be successful. It comes down to his or her choosing on how to utilize the precious gift Veterans Community Project offers.

	
