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            INTRODUCTION

          

        

      

    

    
      At the start of this project, I thought of including only women who have survived childhood sexual trauma and were now using their voices and purpose to serve others who were similarly affected. However, after seeking the Lord’s guidance, I was led to incorporate those who have struggled with various adversities, sought and achieved healing, and are now doing their part to impact the lives of others.

      

      
        
        “Healing yourself is connected with healing others.” - Yoko Ono

      

      

      

      According to Galatians 6:2, we should bear one another’s burdens.

      This anthology shares the stories of thirteen phenomenal individuals, twelve women and one man, who are change-makers and fire starters in their own unique way, by providing insights into their life journey to help you uplevel your life From Stuck to Limitless.

      Many men and women have suffered traumatic experiences, some during childhood and others as adults. Whether it be sexual, mental, or physical abuse, neglect by parents, diet and health issues, or unfortunate circumstances that have disrupted their life and left them stuck. Any of the above can lead to a life of struggles, pain, and unfulfilled dreams and potential.

      If they are fortunate, like me, “the village” will jump in and offer help and resources that will change the trajectory of their lives and help to restore hope and faith in themselves and in humanity. According to the African proverb, “It takes a village to raise a child,” which means a child’s development may require the contribution of the whole community to ensure health and safety. Sometimes, even adults need “the village” to help them heal, grow, survive, and thrive. However, at times, all we need is one person to believe in us and offer a hand to help us improve our lives and walk in purpose.

      My prayer is that this book will inspire, motivate, and give readers hope, that they too can survive and thrive no matter what the circumstances.

      From Stuck to Limitless is not intended to diagnose or treat any mental or other conditions. This book is to encourage those who may have similar experiences, to bring awareness that they’re not alone, and healing is possible.

      Don’t be distracted by, or focused on, your current situation. Be encouraged and shift your mindset to what is possible and reclaim your Joy.

      
        
        Marie L. McKenzie

        Visionary Author
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            FOREWORD

          

        

      

    

    
      Five stars for the new Anthology, From Stuck to Limitless, brainchild of Marie McKenzie, award-winning writer, who deftly shepherded this literary project that examines the changes in the lives of the thirteen writers involved, and will touch the lives of so many others who read their stories.

      From Stuck to Limitless is an anthology featuring individuals who share their harsh truths of trauma, and survival—from childhood sexual and mental abuse, adult traumas, or debilitating health issues.

      It is through such truth-telling that we learn we are not alone and that it is only through sharing that we can heal ourselves and give hope to others. Most moving is that each of these writers has found a way to use their renewed strength to heal others. They have become the “village,” that may have failed them at a time they most needed it.

      Thank you, Marie McKenzie, for perfecting the art of communal storytelling. Thank you to each of these brave truthtellers for sharing their stories. Your book gives truth to, “We are the Savior we’ve been waiting for.”

      Janis F. Kearney,

      Presidential biographer, memoirist,

      international speaker, writing teacher

      https://www.janisfkearney.com
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      Content Warning: This book, although not graphic, includes essays from individuals who discuss their experiences with PTSD, child abuse, and sexual assault, which may be triggering for some.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ERIC

          

        

      

    

    
      The impact of Operation Enduring Freedom on the mental health of young soldiers cannot be overstated. For many, the experience of combat and exposure to life-threatening situations can lead to long-lasting trauma and psychological distress. While the campaign involved a variety of approaches, including military operations, diplomacy, and humanitarian aid efforts, the human cost of the conflict cannot be ignored.

      Many soldiers who served in Operation Enduring Freedom returned home with physical injuries and mental health conditions, such as post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD), depression, and anxiety.

      The challenges of reintegrating into civilian life and dealing with the effects of trauma can be overwhelming, and many veterans struggle to find the support and resources they need to cope.

      Fortunately, there are professionals who specialize in helping veterans and active-duty military personnel manage their mental health and recover from the effects of trauma. By partnering with a mental health professional, individuals can work through the challenges of combat-related stress and develop strategies for moving forward with their lives.
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            OPERATION ENDURING FREEDOM

          

        

      

    

    
      Five months after graduating from high school, I enlisted from Birmingham, Alabama into the United States Army in October of 2012. Being a young adult, this was a new and unnerving experience for me. As Private Eric Jones Jr., I chose to fight for my country at such a young age, not knowing what to expect in the future.

      I started basic training on November 14th, 2012, at Fort Sill, Oklahoma, and was one in a class of two hundred and thirty soldiers. By the time we graduated from basic training, the class had decreased by forty-five, due to some recruits not being able to handle the intensity of the progression we had to endure.

      At the end of basic training, every soldier was sent to advanced individual training (AIT), where each person learned the requirements and skills needed for the jobs they chose when they enlisted at the recruiting station. Upon completion of AIT, we were sent to our first duty station where our army career began. I started my duties on April 13th, 2013 in Fort Campbell, Kentucky. After I was processed, I met a soldier named Devin White, who later became my best friend. We instantly connected because we were both from the south and had many things in common.

      In the army you have battle buddies, who in other words, are very close friends you work with, go to lunch with, and do everything else with. As a result, it’s easy to get close to someone you see every day and in whose company you spend your whole work day.

      After almost a month, both of us were told that our names were on the manifest for deployment and we needed to prepare to leave for Afghanistan. Now, when you put this into perspective, deployments in the military are nine months long. We were nineteen years old and eleven months removed from being high school seniors. Now, we were being shipped to a combat zone to risk our lives fighting for our country. It’s crazy how quickly the tables can turn and your life changes.

      When we first landed in Afghanistan we were nervous, of course, because we didn’t know what to expect. Devin and I knew to trust our training and follow the instructions of our leadership. Our deployment was normal, compared to the average. During the first eight months in the country, there were a couple of casualties, but nothing too crazy to send us into panic mode.

      Then, I will never forget the day we went on a mission in a village and my life changed forever. Devin and I were like brothers. We ate all our meals together, played cards together, and talked to each other’s family members. We were like real-life brothers, blood or better, in some cases. We couldn’t have been closer, our relationship was tight.

      I remembered entering that village and getting into one of the worst shootouts in my army career. We lost half our team, including my best friend, Devin, who was killed beside me in combat. The military teaches you, in highly intense moments, to engage with the enemy until you have the upper hand and then look after the casualties. This is called ‘care under fire’ in the military.

      We were in a firefight for twenty minutes, and my life flashed before my eyes. I thought I was going to die because we weren’t getting any reinforcements to assist us. Finally, another unit came and helped us. But all I could see afterward was my best friend laying there lifeless, and my thoughts were on repeat. My brother is gone. How am I going to break this to his family?

      Astonishingly, this happened thirty days before we were supposed to return home to the United States, which made the situation worse. We were almost home to our loved ones, and my friend and the rest of our brothers weren’t so lucky and were taken out in combat.

      The following month after we flew back to the United States to Fort Campbell, Devin’s family contacted me and asked me to speak at his funeral. I had already planned on attending, but was surprised they asked me to speak. That was, by far, the hardest thing I’ve had to do. I was a nineteen-year-old combat veteran who experienced his first year of the military, including real combat situations, and lost my best friend. Who would have known or even thought that was how my first year of military life would be?

      I attended the funeral in my dress blue uniform and spoke in front of three hundred people. Devin was a beloved person in our unit and his family, so, many people came to pay their respect. My speech was about how close we were and the last weeks of his life leading up to the tragic incident that caused his death in Afghanistan.

      Shortly after the funeral and returning to work, I descended into a deep depression. In the military, at that time, it was frowned upon for someone to seek help for their mental health. The leadership looked at you as being weak, or trying to get out of your duties. However, I had gotten to a point where I wouldn’t allow the words or opinions of other people to stop me from getting the help and support I needed to get my mental health back together. Especially after all the things I had experienced in the last ten months.

      I became so depressed that I stopped doing things that once brought me joy, like going to bars, playing basketball, or hanging out with the guys. My life was confined to going from home to work and back, and remained that way for nearly one year. It was then I decided to seek professional help.

      When I started going to behavioral health, my counselor, Tim Ellis, was an older white gentleman. I was skeptical at first, because this was new for me, and I had never shared my problems or my past experiences with anyone outside of my immediate family and friends. I had appointments with Ellis once a week in the afternoon for two years.

      In the beginning, the conversations were really slow, but once I grew comfortable the sessions flowed very well. Sometimes, while at work, I’d remember I had a mental health appointment on certain days and looked forward to them. They became a big stress reliever. Ellis was a great counselor, and we developed a close relationship. He helped me through my depression week by week and although I’m retired from the military, I still talk to him to this day.

      I know for sure that my decision to seek help and not get caught up in the military lifestyle was a big win for me. I’m happy I did because other soldiers in my unit that were in Afghanistan followed when they saw the results I had achieved through therapy.

      Memorial Day will always be sad for me, even though the military recognizes all the fallen veterans that gave the ultimate sacrifice to our country. It reminds me that my friend, Devin, and I will never get the chance to tell those army stories to each other, as I do now with my other buddies who served with me. However, I’m appreciative of the time we got to spend together and know that God had bigger plans for him.

      My depression stemmed from blaming myself for his death. On the day he passed, I had to choose between taking out a suicide bomber that could kill many people, or a sniper that could only shoot one round at a time.

      Looking back at the incident and the clarity I gained through mental health treatment, it was a lose-lose situation. It was unfortunate that we all couldn’t make it home to our loved ones in one piece. There were many times while in Afghanistan, that it could have been me that was in that casket. I thank God I lived and am able to tell the story.

      That’s why I started a podcast called “The Eric J The Great Podcast,” to provide a space for us to have conversations among ourselves, and have reassurance that no matter how poor or rich a person is, we still go through similar struggles, especially mentally.

      The experiences I had in the military, especially in combat situations and behavioral health to heal my mental state, made me into the man I am today. I’m thankful for everyone who played a part in helping me through the roughest part of my life mentally—the tragic loss of my best friend.

      These situations made me a big advocate for behavioral health and that’s why, no matter how big or how small the situation, I always tell people to talk to a professional. Mental health treatment is confidential. Therapists don’t know the
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