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INTRODUCTION

Yes, You Can!


Living Your Best Military Life




Growing up, I had very little military experience in my life. I remember my cousin Benjamin always showed up to family reunions in a crisp green uniform with lots of medals, but, to be honest, I never bothered to ask why. More recently, my cousin Jamis attended West Point, and she is now a helicopter pilot for the army. And although I felt great pride knowing that West Point is a prestigious military institution, I know very little else of her life as a service member. For those of us on the outside, the military world seems like a strange club governed by lots of rules and protocol, requiring a level of discipline beyond what most of us could muster.

Lately, world events have made us all a lot more familiar with our armed forces. The “war on terror” has brought us countless images of wounded soldiers, monthly death counts, and a new and unwanted familiarity with IEDs (improvised explosive devices). We see news reports of soldiers leaving spouses and children for yearlong deployments, and images of sweet homecomings of flag-bearing kids waiting for returning dads. As a New Yorker living in post-9/11 America, I’ve seen more soldiers in our streets, train stations, and airports than ever before. But even now, despite a renewed awareness of our armed forces, we know very little about the people who love and support them, the people who kiss them good-bye. We often see these men and women as soldiers, not necessarily as everyday men and women with doting wives and husbands and bright-eyed children left behind.

That is why I feel very honored to team up with Pamela McBride, an army wife of more than twenty years and an accomplished journalist in her own right, to bring you this Mocha Manual for military spouses. This may sound like a bumper sticker, but after spending several months interviewing, spending time with, and learning about this unique group, I am thoroughly convinced that they are truly the heroes at home. But they are often overlooked. What’s been missing from our wartime and peacetime coverage is an honest look at the toll the war takes at home for military families, particularly wives. Nobody is talking about how these women can cope, how they can be supported, how they can connect and keep their marriages strong. Nobody is talking candidly about the other woman in military marriages—the military.

That’s where The Mocha Manual comes in. If you are, or about to become, married to the military, welcome to the world of military spouses—your new club. Consider this book your guide to managing every aspect of your new life: from all the crazy acronyms, rules, and bureaucracy to keeping your sanity during relocation and deployment. And while other guidebooks may only tell you the official story, The Mocha Manual tells you about the unwritten rules, guides you on how to work the system, and speaks to the special situations you may face as a woman of color.

Many bases are located in remote locations where there isn’t much “mocha,” making it harder to connect to an external community, find a church that feels like home, or establish a comfort level outside the base. And of course, we don’t have to tell you the stories of spouses who can’t find their favorite hair products or soul food items in their locale. We need those things!

And since the military community is a microcosm of the greater world, we know that racism exists among the military ranks as it does in the civilian world. That puts extra pressure on our African American service members, and even more pressure on the wives who support them. This book is particularly necessary since research proves that we do not typically access resources and services to address emotional and mental scars—two common by-products of military life.

To begin, let’s just be clear that African Americans have a deep connection to the military. Our presence in the army still exceeds our presence in the general population. African Americans make up 25 percent of all enlisted army soldiers, while making up only 13 percent of the U.S. population. We are the largest ethnic group serving in both active duty and reserve personnel across all branches and units; therefore, we play a large part in the defense of this nation. What’s more, the armed forces have long been seen as a key driver for the growth of the black middle class, giving many of our families a solid career, with good benefits and pay.

Recently though, African American enlistments have declined 40 percent. Still, the security and stability of military life remains attractive to many. In fact, your man may have joined the military as a way to get into college or to access more career options. And don’t forget the perks like free medical care, free housing, free utilities, free marital counseling, free drug and alcohol counseling, free financial advice, subsidized child care, food and other necessities sold at cost, tuition assistance, free gym and pool membership, and free swimming lessons for the kids. Movie tickets at the base theater can cost as little as $2.50.

Yet those perks come at a high cost. Every day military spouses live in fear that their beloved service member may be injured or killed. They live with the constant risk of becoming widows. Beyond the physical effects of war, there are the emotional and mental effects of combat, which can be equally devastating. Meanwhile, military spouses cope with unpredictable deployments and struggle to raise children alone, often on small paychecks in a community both tight-knit and somewhat judgmental. Not even to mention the frequent relocation, which makes it difficult to have deeply rooted friendships and even harder to have a fulfilling career.

A growing cadre of military wives are educated professionals, who now have to fit into a unique ranking system that is very different from anything ever experienced in civilian life. For all of its modern advances, the military is still a hierarchical male-dominated subculture that puts considerable burden on its backbone of bystanders—military spouses.

And although the army has attempted to beef up its services and resources to save families, the general consensus among spouses is that the government as an institution, is, at worse, pretty ambivalent, and at best, pretty darn slow, about helping families. As the old saying goes, if Uncle Sam wanted you to have a wife, he would have issued you one.

Of course, while military life has some hardships, it also offers wonderful opportunities for spouses and children. This includes the chance to experience other cultures firsthand. Many military children learn to speak different languages, and living overseas gives them a broader worldview than the typical American child has—and well beyond that of a typical black child. While researching this book, we’ve met sisters, both spouses and service members, doing their thang in Korea, Germany, and beyond, and loving it!

That’s the beauty of The Mocha Manual to Military Life; you’ll hear from scores of women who have been there, done that, and benefit from Pamela’s extensive on-the-job training. The combination of my research insight and Pamela’s real-life MS (military spouse) experience make this book the perfect companion for new as well as experienced military spouses and female service members. It’s the girlfriend you will need as you navigate the spoken and unspoken maxims of military life and provides straight talk on everything in between, from your sex life and raising your children (a beautiful by-product of your sex life!) to building your career and keeping your marriage strong. As you read you will see a provocative portrait of today’s military spouses as prideful, whole women with very unique needs and challenges. You will learn about strategies other spouses used to keep the flames alive in their marriage and keep their sanity during deployment. You’ll learn the meanings of common military jargon, and tips on surviving frequent moves.

This book is mostly geared to military wives, but it’s likewise a great resource for female service members who are also married to the military and often deal with similar issues of child care, finding friends, and fitting in. Since a change in federal legislation in 1990 when women could do any job in the military service except active combat, more than 180,000 women have served in Iraq, Afghanistan, and other countries, according to the Pentagon, with more than 8,000 African American women deployed in those areas. The ranks of sister soldiers are indeed growing. Plus, we have a special chapter for a growing group—dual military couples, who face their own set of unique challenges and concerns.

It is our hope that you will use this book to feel completely empowered in your life as a military spouse. Armed with knowledge and some real-deal sisterly love, you can be better prepared for the adventure of military wifey-ness, better able to support your man in his mission, and more prepared to have a strong, thriving marriage and fulfilling work. It is our goal that with this book, you, too, can be all that you can be!








CHAPTER ONE

Before You Say “I Do”

Everything You Need to Know About Dating or Marrying a Military Man




Warning: If you’re reading this book, you may be suffering from “acute uniform syndrome.” You may not have even been aware that you were afflicted with this debilitating, infectious malady, until a man in uniform walked in the door. You see a uniform; you think clean-cut, disciplined, steady job; and you’re hooked! We probably don’t have to spell it out for you, but the rest of the typical military love story usually goes something like this: first, you notice the uniform, then you fall head over heels in love with a military man. Then come the long-distance love letters and limited visits. The next thing you know, he proposes marriage and now you are dizzy with excitement, uncertainty, and insecurity.

If this sounds at all familiar, let us tell you now, we’ve got your back. We’ve spoken to hundreds of similar sufferers and created the prescription for success. But first, the sobering news: there is no prenuptial boot camp for soon-to-be military spouses. No nine-week basic training program, no special introduction for new recruits or mentorship program for entrée into military life. Nope, for military wives, the backbone of our armed forces, much of what you will learn is mostly on-the-job and from the school of Hard Knocks, Hard Times, and Hard Decisions. In the military, everyone has a role to play, discipline is demanded, perfection is rewarded, and the perception of an adventurous life often clashes with the realities of love, family, relationships, and day-today living in the armed forces.

With no preparation for the hierarchical culture of conformity, little training for life in a community that is both tight-knit and sometimes judgmental, and no experience with the minute-by-minute uncertainty that pervades every day of military life, wives often struggle with the feelings of anger, frustration, and heartache that come with prolonged separation, single parenthood, and emotional exhaustion.

It’s a reality that I’ve come to understand after interviewing scores of military wives and armed forces experts for this book. Pamela lives it every day. Twenty years ago an ROTC cadet who looked “too fine” in his uniform caught her eye in the grocery store. Pamela, too, was unknowingly struck with acute uniform syndrome. On the very first night of training for a new job, she stepped into the doorway and he offered her a seat right next to him. He later said that the minute he saw Pamela, he knew there was something about her that intrigued him. After a few conversations, he appeared at her workplace one day in his uniform and she just couldn’t keep her eyes off him! (I told you it’s infectious and debilitating!) Between his completely engaging personality, his incredible level of confidence and commitment, and that uniform…she was hooked.

Two years later, her induction into the military life came rather unexpectedly. During his special weekend of college graduation and being commissioned into the army, he proposed. They married five months later. Like so many of the wives I’ve spoken to, Pamela had no inkling what military life was like. She will tell you how much she admired the dedication of her ROTC boyfriend who always rose at an ungodly hour for PT (physical training) regardless of how late they stayed out the night before. “I had no idea what awaited me, but thank God my husband-to-be sought to prepare me as much as possible. He arranged for us to talk with a black military couple who had been together many years. They shared the real deal about military life as they saw it. They were open and honest about the good, the bad, and the ugly. They answered every question we threw at them and sent us away with a multitude of things to discuss and basic decisions we would have to make in the long and short term. They also gave us plenty of encouragement. We thank God that they set us off on the right track. However, there was no way I could have ever been fully prepared for what came next,” Pamela says.


For one, there was the frequent separation. For the first six months of their marriage they lived apart, in two different states, Massachusetts and Texas. When Pamela finally moved to be with her new husband, he left two weeks later to attend training for thirty days in California. Then, less than three months after his return, he was sent to war in Saudi Arabia for seven months. Rather than continue to list all the separations they had, we will sum it up this way: for the first six years of their marriage, they lived apart more than they lived together, almost two years of which were in separate countries, TWICE! Fast-forward to almost twenty years into their military marriage, and Pamela’s husband continues on and off foreign deployments, often as long as fifteen months each.

Yes, military life is full of never-ending challenges, stressful expectations, and unspoken maxims. And with the turn of the century, they became more profound than ever before in recent history. There is simply no way to prepare you for the challenges without laying it all out on the line so you know what to expect. In this chapter, we’ll give you a broad overview of some of the common challenges of military life, describe some basic personality traits that will help you succeed, walk you through the ins and outs of dating, and help you lay a solid foundation for your upcoming marriage. Ready? Let’s get started.

The Real Deal: Deployment

One of the most potentially stressful aspects of your new life will be deployments and separations. Unfortunately, these are becoming more frequent. Since September 11, 2001, there has been a major increase in what the military calls the operational tempo (OPTEMPO), and therefore military families are faced with even more frequent separations and deployments, which are of longer durations and often at unpredictable times. Furthermore, the close-knit groups that lived on or near military installations years ago served as a support network, but now, with about 70 to 75 percent of military families not living on installations, and often moving “back home” when service members deploy, these military spouse networks, and the level of support they can provide to help families cope, may be dwindling.

Whether your spouse is away often because of attending military schools, being assigned unaccompanied tours of duty or extended work hours, or being deployed, wives experience a variety of emotions. They feel anger, fear, worry, depression, and loneliness before, during, and after the separations. These emotions, as well as the uncertainty of how you will cope, can wreak havoc on your relationship. And still, as a military spouse, what complicates matters even more is the intense feeling of pride you have. And rightly so. Doing what you do allows your soldier partner to do what he does. As much as you might try to “get along” during the stressful times surrounding separation, you, your spouse, and even your children are likely to lash out at one another over things that you might not otherwise have.

Coupling the military code of stoicism with how most black males are socialized to not express fear or sadness creates a unique challenge for African American couples, psychologists say. Women need to understand how these issues can affect your relationship and your spouse. Divorce rates among army officers skyrocketed 78 percent between 2003 and 2005, according to a recent USA Today article. Divorce rates among enlisted personnel rose 28 percent during the same period, and 53 percent since 2000. Dennis Orthner, a professor at the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill who has studied military families for twenty-eight years, says he isn’t surprised by the rise in divorces. “If the numbers are right, then we have more to worry about than just fighting a war,” he says. “We’re trying to fight a war with families that are struggling, and that’s a real challenge.”

Now military officials across the board are taking note of the need to equip military couples with the tools to communicate more effectively with each other about what they are experiencing to lessen the impact of the strain. We’ve got great advice on relationships in Chapters 2 and 10. For now, suffice it to say that military marriages do have unique challenges, but you can overcome them. We’ll show you how.

Another grueling aspect of military life that you will get to know all too well is frequent relocation. Some sources note that about one-third of military families move each year; Pamela’s son lived in six different states by the time he was seven years old. As a result of the frequent relocation, military spouses can suffer, too. They struggle to maintain friendships and build fulfilling careers. In a 2005 report by the RAND Corporation, Working Around the Military: Challenges to Spouse Employment and Education, researchers found that the majority of the eleven hundred military spouses interviewed indicated that they believed military life negatively affected their employment prospects. Opportunities for promotions, pensions, and other benefits that come with long-term employment don’t happen for many wives. In addition, deployments, work-related travel, and extended work hours often leave the nonmilitary spouse to carry much of the parental responsibilities. If you decide to have children, know that you will often feel like a single parent.

And although black women are notoriously fond of their sister circles, it’s often difficult for military wives to nurture meaningful friendships in the on-post or off-post communities. At times bases are located in areas where there may be few “sisters” (or sister-friendly products and services) around. Other times, just knowing they may not be in the area for long means they don’t bother trying to make friends. Read more about the folly of this kind of thinking in Chapter 10.

Then there’s the bureaucratic state of the government to contend with. Although the military is steeped in tradition and rigidly structured, those very things that in some ways create consistency for the military members may be the same things that create difficulties in getting things done. Spouses have long commented that getting anything done in the military takes an act of Congress. Whether it is filing the paperwork to reunite you with your household goods during yet another relocation, trying to get car registration stickers when they expire and your spouse is away, or navigating the murky waters of TRICARE medical benefits, some days it’s easy to get frustrated and even angry about the madness.

“I have children with special needs but all the different offices we have to go to and things we have to do just to get our orders so we can leave is daunting,” says Michelle Schofield, an air force wife based in Germany. “Offices get moved around…. Numbers for the offices are not always correct in the handbook and I have to call several numbers before I get the right one. When my husband is TDY (away from home on temporary duty) or deployed, it can be very frustrating and I feel like I am not doing anything right as a military spouse,” Michelle says.

So if you’re about to jump into the world of military life, you definitely need some support, and picking up this book is a great start. But we wouldn’t be keeping it real with you if we didn’t say that a big part of your success as a military wife is more about who you are and not what you do. After extensively studying and working with military wives, it’s clear to us that certain qualities help military spouses be more successful in their journeys. I see those qualities in Pamela, and she attests to their “survivability factor”—that is, you are more likely to weather the storm and thrive as a military spouse if you can master a few key life strategies.


	Commitment to yourself: Don’t let your dreams go by the wayside just because you marry a military man. A successful military wife has professional, educational, recreational, spiritual, and other interests that make her who she is as an individual. That individual is who he was attracted to initially, and it will be that individual who makes the whole family unit successful.

	Determination: Sometimes things will feel unmanageable. Those who get through the tough stuff are those who don’t give up in finding a way to make it work.

	Adaptability: So many aspects of your life can change at a moment’s notice, and most often they will be outside of your control or your partner’s. Resist the urge to fight the things that upset your groove and just go with the flow whenever possible. Having a good sense of humor also helps.

	Confidence to be independent: There are going to be a lot of times when you and your loved one will be apart for days, weeks, months, or maybe more than a year. You have to be confident in your ability to independently hold down the home front and keep it running as smoothly as possible. That doesn’t mean you have to do everything; you might just need to figure out how to get it done and what’s most important. Successful strategies include eliminating unnecessary activities, delegating tasks, putting systems in place (like auto-paying the bills), and paying for some help (a local teenager or landscaper to mow the lawn) or exchanging “services” (like babysitting and carpooling) with another spouse.

	Positive attitude: The right outlook makes a world of difference when dealing with your own stuff or someone else’s. No, life isn’t all greens and gravy, but things can be more bearable when you don’t waste valuable time and energy complaining about things that you cannot change or listening to others complain too.

	Willingness to be a friend: “The military has taught me to be an amazing friend. I try to maintain an open mind and an open heart because you never know when you will need someone to be that for you,” said one wife. “There may be a time when the pay is messed up, the bills need to be paid, and your usual friend has bailed on you. Then you really need to hold it together.”



These are just a few of the real-deal ways to handle life matters that you will encounter on this journey into military wifedom. But don’t worry, by reading The Mocha Manual you will learn not only how to “be,” but also what to “do.” Not only will we walk you through what resources are available to help you get through it all, but Pamela will share her personal experiences; and military experts, military spouses, and women in uniform who have been there, done that, and would do it all over again will share their best tips and advice. Despite some of the difficulties, there are many aspects of the life that military spouses wouldn’t trade for the world. Some of them include lifelong friends, living all over the globe, excellent medical and dental benefits, being able to provide a good life for your family, the diversity of all the people you meet, and of course, that wonderful man they married!

But let’s go back to the beginning, because before marriage comes….

Dating a Military Man

Are you dating a military man? Then expect that your courtship might be a little different from the ones you have had in the past. “Many times you will end up having a long-distance relationship at some point in your dating because the military will send him away. When that happens, you won’t be able to hang out doing things together and getting to know each other,” said LaTanya, a ten-year air force wife.

Instead, phone calls and e-mail will replace face-to-face interaction. That doesn’t have to be a bad thing, though. Pamela is pretty sure that her extended telephone calls with Doug during their courtship allowed them to have more in-depth conversations about such a variety of things that they got to know each other extremely well. They shared their thoughts, feelings, fears, and goals—even working out their disagreements over the telephone. “Looking back, I would definitely consider it as part of our ‘training’ for what eventually evolved into a normal part of our life together,” Pamela says.


For LaTanya, the telephone was also the gateway to her military life. “My husband was in Texas attending tech school and I was back home in New York going to college when he called me and proposed over the phone,” she said. Even though she told him yes on the phone, her hubby-to-be still got down on one knee and proposed when she went to visit him at school.

Another way your military courtship may differ from traditional dating is that because of separation, you, your honey, or other people in your life might push for a quick wedding because of the impending separation. “When Greg was scheduled to leave New York to attend AIT (Advanced Individual Training), all of our friends and family kept asking if we were going to get married before he leaves. As far as I was concerned, we had been together for four years and had such a good relationship that marriage wasn’t going to change anything but our taxes,” recalls Nicole, a twelve-year army wife.

Greg decided that the right time for him to propose was when he was nearly finished with AIT and was home visiting during the Christmas holidays. “I was wrapping gifts on the bed. He came in and pushed them aside and said, ‘Nicole, I need to know before you lay your head down tonight if you will give me the gift of being my wife.’” They were married in July.

Obviously, every courtship with a military man won’t land you at the altar, but just like with traditional dating, the courtship needs optimal conditions under which to flourish if it is going to do so. If you are dating a military man, here are some things that military spouses advise will get you to “the good part.”

DATING DOS AND DON’TS


	Get to know him and the military customs. Determine whether military life is for you. Get to know as much as you can as early as you can. Picking up this book is a great first step, if you’re still in the dating phase. Familiarizing yourself with certain military protocols and asking him to explain certain things to you shows you have a genuine interest in his life. It also gives you a taste of what’s in store and helps you figure out if you’re up to the challenge—if not, move on to another man.

	Be friends first. It is not realistic to expect to fall in love too soon. Resist the urge or pressure from others to get married quickly or before an upcoming deployment. By forcing a romantic or physical relationship immediately, you may jeopardize your ability to build a solid foundation. Share your short-term and long-term goals, but don’t start planning the rest of your life with a military man right off the bat.

	Join an online military girlfriend community or forum. Shop around before joining, because each group has its own personality and flavor. Try to find a good match.

	Develop honest and open communication. That includes being patient and understanding when your man can’t tell you something because it’s private and work related or because it’s too disturbing to discuss at the time. Either way, you’ll have to trust his decision.

	Understand his commitment to the military. Whether he intends to be in the military for a few years or for his whole career, it is his livelihood for the time being. Don’t make him feel guilty when he must fulfill the requirements of his job. He may not want to work late, go away, or miss a special occasion, but in many cases he won’t have a choice. Be supportive and understanding by accepting the situation and planning a way to make up for it later, if you can.

	Develop patience. This will be extremely handy. For example, when you visit the base without your boyfriend, you will usually need your driver’s license, car registration, and proof of car insurance, and they may have you call your boyfriend to prove you have reason to enter the base. You may also have to present your documentation to the gate guard where they may inspect your vehicle. Then they can give you a visitor’s pass. There can often be long lines for these, so bring something to read. And, like we said, a big bag of patience.

	No CP time. Sorry, ladies, it doesn’t exist in the military world. In fact, soldiers are penalized for being late. So practice arriving at functions fifteen minutes early as a general rule of thumb. And learn military time (the twenty-four-hour clock); it’s not 7:00 P.M., it’s 1900 hours.

	No guilt trips. Never make him feel guilty while on deployment. Trust us, it’s not easy.

	Be civil about “civilian.” Don’t be easily offended if you are called a civilian or a “civvy” for short. This happens a lot. And since there are so many differences between the military world and the civilian world, members of the military often call all of those on the outside “civilians.” Sometimes, though, it can be used as an insult, and don’t be afraid to defend yourself in those instances.



If you’ve been on the dating scene for some time now and are moving toward becoming a married couple, there are five surefire strategies to get you off to a strong start to learning the ropes, planning for your future, preparing to move, and making a strong commitment to your new love and your new life. The strategies are (1) consult the experts, (2) marry for the right reasons, (3) make life decisions a team effort, (4) master communication while together and when separated, (5) understand the rank and structure, (6) accept the military for what it is, and (7) communicate openly. We’ll go through these one by one.


	CONSULT THE EXPERTS.
 As a military family you will need to learn how to build support systems around you, no matter where you live or what stage you are in in your military life. There are many civilian and military resources available to prepare future and current military spouses for the road ahead, and you should take advantage of every one of them. Chapter 2 will discuss many of these in detail, but for now, let’s focus on getting help before you tie the knot.

	Military chaplains help future couples prepare for married life much like civilian clergy do. Both offer private marriage preparation counseling and group counseling. In addition to performing religious ceremonies and services, they are also trained to conduct premarital counseling. They can help you take a close look at yourself, your relationship, and your expectations as well as set a foundation of skills that will help you manage the hard work of building and maintaining a strong marriage. Chaplains are very easy to find on base. Start with your fiancé’s unit. The chaplain there is assigned to help the commander, the service members, and the families and is trained to respond to the needs of persons of all denominations and those who don’t identify with any particular faith.

	There was a time when junior soldiers had to get counseled and approval to get married. Currently, there is no such rule. However, all soldiers are highly encouraged to seek counsel from their respective chains of command if they plan to get married. More important, they are encouraged to get marriage counseling from the unit ministry team. Suffice it to say that getting “married to the military” is a little different from getting married to a local businessperson. The army is not just a job. It is a way of life. And it is very important to the overall success of the marriage that each partner understands what the union will bring and the potential challenges or obstacles that may lie ahead.

	Chaplains and their assistants conduct seminars and retreats for premarital preparation and marriage enrichment once they tie the knot. They also are required to be knowledgeable about other available resources to which they can refer you. To find chaplaincy programs, you can visit your Airman and Family Readiness Center, Army Community Service Center, Fleet and Family Support Center, Marine Corps Community Services, or a chapel on post to explore the many resources they have available to you. If you don’t live on or near a military post, just call the one that is nearest to you and ask for help. Or use the Local Community Resource Finder on the National Guard Family Program website at www.guardfamily.org.

	Your current place of worship is also a great place to seek premarital assistance. It may even have a ministry that serves military families and be able to hook you up with couples who are willing to discuss “the life” as well as local resources. Pamela says, “I was completely surprised at the level of support I found in my most recent church home. Since we do not live near a military installation I thought I would really miss interacting with other military families. But fortunately, the veterans’ ministry at my church is large, active, diverse, and close-knit. And during a time when my husband was deployed, it was nice to know that there were other people around me who really knew what we were going through and were there to help if we ever needed it. With military families, you just know in your heart that it is okay to trust them and that they will have your back.”

	With the consultation of all these experts, much of what you encounter along the way will be manageable if you marry for the right reasons.

	MARRY FOR THE RIGHT REASONS.
 The best reason we can think of for getting married is because you love someone unconditionally and want to be with them for the rest of your life, no matter what happens. To us, it’s just that simple. Marrying for any other reason brings all kinds of complications into the mix and jeopardizes the permanence of the relationship. However, we all know that some people entertain the thought of marriage for many other reasons. Spouses we spoke with offer these dos and don’ts when it comes to making the decision to wed.

	Don’t marry because you are lonely, tired of being without your man, and want steady sex. Even when you get married, you will still experience loneliness and be without sex during frequent separation, deployment, and plain old long workdays. Instead, do learn how to cope with loneliness in positive and constructive ways. For example, spend your time involved in interests and hobbies to help you maintain your own identity rather than living through his.

	Don’t marry for the money. There is a real myth out there about military pay. Yes, it is no secret that your honey will bring in more dough just because he got married. In fact, over the course of his career, there will be many instances when he will receive “extra” pay, such as during deployment, upon the birth of a child, when serving in a hazardous location, and when living overseas, just to name a few. However, getting this extra pay helps the two of you live more comfortably as a family and should in no way be the reason you get married in the first place. A whole set of expenses go along with being married, too, so you are not likely to be much better off financially just because you tied the knot.

	Do discuss how you will handle paying the bills, budgeting your money, saving for a rainy day, and saving for emergency situations.

	Don’t marry just for a change of scenery or to escape the parts of your life you are no longer happy with. Not being able to find a good job, make enough money, or get out of a bad relationship or other unfortunate circumstances do not make good reasons to marry a military man, or any man for that matter. If you are running to him to run away from something else, you are just creating a different set of problems. Chances are, when military life no longer seems romantic and becomes complicated, you will be ready to run from that, too. So why waste your time and his? Remember, you will be faced with insecurities in military life, so do make sure you are committed enough to the relationship to make it work when it happens.

	MAKE LIFE DECISIONS A TEAM EFFORT.
 Once you have made the decision to marry, there are countless other decisions to come. Now would be a great time to discuss with your honey the specifics of whether to live on or near the installation versus far from it, when to have children, whether to be a dual-or single-income family, and what level of involvement you will be expected to have. None of these questions have a right or wrong answer as long as you both agree on the decisions. Furthermore, the answers may change as your life circumstances change.

	Living on post or off post. The military makes housing available to service members and their families through either an actual dwelling on base or through a basic housing allowance (BAH) to help cover the cost of living off post. Please understand a few things about this. First, nothing is free. Therefore, when you evaluate whether to live on or off post, you should thoroughly review your finances. Construct bud get scenarios that clearly show your income and expenses in each case. If you live on post, you will not receive the BAH because it will go toward the cost of the home assigned to you. Second, if you live off post, you may need to add a little more to the amount you receive for BAH, especially in high cost-of-living locations. In most cases, the decision to live on or off post is strictly one of preference and how much you can get for your money in the local area.

	No matter how much you ask around for advice, you will get responses on both sides of the coin. For instance, some people love it that everyone must keep up with certain standards on post, like maintaining your lawn, while others will hate the fact that someone else can tell you when you should cut your grass. Some will love the feeling of so many living as neighbors; others will want to create some space between home life and work life. You and your partner will have to do your research before you relocate and discuss what will work best for you.

	“Doug and I decided to live off post every time we moved,” Pamela says. “Not only did he want some ‘space’ from his work life when he left the office each day, but we could usually find a really great deal on rental property off post. There is usually plenty of housing reasonably priced right outside the gate because military homeowners who end up renting their property to other military families typically are very fair about the prices. However, when we moved to Hawaii, the off-post housing was small on size and big on cost. We were pleasantly surprised to find much bigger and better accommodations on post and in a quiet neighborhood. Together we agreed to change our normal living situation, and we enjoyed every minute of it. On the other hand, we had friends who felt like they had substandard housing on post. They lived in an older neighborhood and one where the housing was not as spacious as the newer housing.”

	When to have children. Again, this has got to be something you evaluate, discuss, and decide together. Some factors might be how long you will be assigned in one area, whether your honey is expecting to be deployed or away from home for training, whether you will be able to afford to have children at the time, whether you work and will be able to access convenient child care, and whether you have an established support system. These factors may change with each relocation, so don’t get so stuck in your ways that you can’t make adjustments that will better suit your family needs. Remember the earlier reference to adaptability being a quality of a successful MS. Female ser vice members can enlist the help of the commanders or other leaders to help map out a family planning time line that will enable them to also meet their military career goals.

	Being a single-or dual-income family. We’ve met loads of spouses who chose not to work outside the home. Some of their reasons included being home with the children when they are young, being home with the children when they are older, being able to keep the house in order, not having to worry about taking time off for school activities or military activities, volunteering in the military community, and simply making that a lifestyle choice. Depending where you are based, the available wages may be such that after child-care and work-related expenses, it just doesn’t make sense to work outside the home.

	Some of the reasons for working as a military spouse are being able to help with the family finances, build up the savings account, pay off the bills, do extra things like take vacations, or simply have more cash on hand. And, for some, it is a great way to get out of the house.

	Your level of involvement in spouse activities. There’s an endless debate over how much a spouse’s involvement influences her man’s upward career trajectory. That’s something you two have to decide together. Before you agree, let’s review what you’ll be signing up for. Here’s a list of the more common military activities that include spouse participation:

	Family Readiness Group (FRG) activities: This group is an official program of the commander, so all the members of it belong to the same unit. Your FRG leader should reach out and contact you whenever you arrive at a new duty station. The purpose of the FRG is to be a reliable source of information and support, and it usually meets monthly to discuss important topics that will ensure a strong link between the unit and the family. For example, you can find out about upcoming deployments, homecomings, social events, training activities, and volunteer needs. The FRG also provides ongoing support for members of the unit (checking in on mothers who have given birth, helping new spouses transition into “the life,” and being a referral agent to help you link up with needed ser vices) as well as helps in emergency situations, especially when the ser vice member is absent. Informal activities of the FRG can be social events like family holiday parties and get-to-know-you cookouts. If you don’t live near an installation, ask your hubby to find out if the unit has a virtual Family Readiness Group (vFRG). These secure websites are reliable means of long-distance support and up-to-date information so you can feel more involved even if you are not living nearby.

	Ceremonies: Traditional ceremonies occur when ser vice members get promoted, retire, reenlist, and obtain or relinquish command or responsibility of a group of ser vice members. They typically involve uniformed ser vice members, marching bands, and official military speakers along with a very specific order of events.

	Social events: Military balls are a formal social event. Most service members wear their uniforms, and their dates wear formal attire. Think prom night as an adult, but more “ceremonial.” These nights include a social hour and color guard (flags being marched in to begin the formal part of the evening and removed at the end of it). There is a sit-down dinner and several official military speakers followed by the informal (and fun) part of the evening: dancing. Informal social events include coffee group activities, which are usually attended by women in the same unit, but don’t necessarily include coffee. The monthly meetings might involve dinner or dessert, activities like scrapbooking or bowling, and plenty of talking and laughing. Simply put, it’s just a night with the girls. Informal family events might include unit-sponsored picnics or parties that tend to be casual in nature and may include children. Sometimes these are held during the afternoon of a workday, making it mandatory for the ser vice members to attend. If you are dating or engaged to a military man, the events at which you can get a taste of military life are the military balls and some of the ceremonial events. The ones not likely to be open to nonspouses are the FRG and coffee group activities.




Pamela’s Pick: Know When to Say When: Determining Your Level of Involvement in Military Activities

Over the years we have found that my level of involvement in military functions is based on what is going on in our personal and professional lives. The factors that have impacted my level of involvement were whether I worked full-time, was continuing my education, and the number and ages of my children. I always attended the “big” military social functions (I don’t think there was a military ball I missed in all these years) and most of the family support meetings. But how much time I spent on coordinating events, attending parties, serving on committees, and the like was limited to commitments that would not be a detriment to handling my business at home and at work. If these two aspects of my life aren’t in order, then I know I can’t do anybody else any good. And lucky for me, unlike for some wives, my husband never put pressure on me to do more than what was manageable.

But some husbands do put undue pressure on their spouses and more often than not, it only has the opposite effect they are hoping for. You can always tell what spouses are doing things because they want to and which are doing them because they “have to.” Those who begrudgingly take on roles and responsibilities often come across as very discontented with military life, themselves, or their relationship. And that can lead to trouble. Resentment is hard to hide and can easily develop into a general air of negativity, which can ruin your relationships with other spouses and make you and your hubby victims of the rumor mill. Needless to say, this situation can also quickly turn a marriage sour.

The truth of the matter is, your man’s level of professional success is not supposed to be based upon your level of involvement. Now there are people who will argue until the end of time about whether that really is the way it works or not. But the bottom line is that the more comfortable and happy you are with military life, yourself, and your relationship, the better able you and he will be to determine what works best for your family.




	4. MASTER COMMUNICATION DURING SEPARATION.

	Whether he is five miles, five hundred miles, or five thousand miles away, be sure to put extra effort into using a variety of ways to stay connected. Rather than waiting for his call, initiate calls to him when possible. A quick e-mail note to say hello or share some good news can make his day. Reading and rereading handwritten letters, greeting cards, and postcards are a great way for him to “hear from you” again and again, as is being able to replay tape-recorded messages. Send care packages with his favorite or much needed items, and don’t forget to send photos. The fact that you frequently reach out to him will delight him and, subsequently, you will be delighted by how he reacts to knowing that you are thinking of him all the time. There’s more specifics on Separation and Deployment in Chapter 3, but lay the groundwork for good communication as early as possible.

	5. UNDERSTAND THE RANK AND STRUCTURE OF THE MILITARY.

	The U.S. military, also referred to as the armed forces, is made up of the U.S. Army, U.S. Navy, U.S. Air Force, Marine Corps, and Coast Guard; these branches are controlled by the president as the commander in chief. The army, navy, air force, and marines fall under the Department of Defense (DoD), while the Coast Guard falls under Homeland Security, although it can be placed under DoD during wartime. Each of the branches has a different mission. The army has primary responsibility for military operations that occur on land and is the oldest and largest branch. The navy conducts its primary responsibilities in and on bodies of water, including seas, oceans, and large lakes and rivers. The air force, the last branch of the military to be established, uses aircraft to conduct its military functions. The Marine Corps primarily seizes and defends navy bases and operations in support of the navy as well as develops techniques and equipment used by land and water vehicles and is actually part of the navy. Finally, the Coast Guard protects the public, environment, economic and security in maritime (sea or ocean) regions.


	Although their primary responsibilities differ, their hierarchical structures are similar. They are all based upon a pay grade and rank system that basically tells the world how long individuals have been in the military, at what level of responsibility they are, and how much money they make compared with others. Here is our “civilianized” way to explain the differences between enlisted ranks and officer ranks. Enlisted members usually sign up for a specific time of military service and generally have at least a high school diploma when they do so. They are considered the workforce. Once they move up in enlisted rank they are called noncommissioned officers (NCOs) and become first-line supervisors to the junior enlisted while at the same time working directly under the commissioned officers, who are the senior leaders. They generally have at least a four-year degree and are expected to provide guidance and training to NCOs as well as plan and manage the accomplishment of the mission. They are considered the managers.

	Warrant officers (WO) are technical experts in their fields. They possess a high degree of specialization and extensive professional experience. Enlisted pay grades are E-1 to E-9, officer pay grades are O-1 to O-10, and warrant officers are W-1 to W-5. Each pay grade has a rank attached to it, such as private, sergeant, lieutenant, or general. Further complicating this name game are the symbols worn on the uniform that identify the rank and pay grade so that they can be addressed properly, and they all have abbreviations when you see them in print. For example, there is Seaman Recruit Jones and Tech Sergeant Smith as well as SSG (Army Staff Sergeant) and SSgt (Marine Corps Staff Sergeant). Be aware that each branch of the military differs and that it is not necessary to memorize the structure of them all. For now, just focus on being familiar with rank, grades, and insignia (symbols worn on uniform collar or shoulder) for your man’s service branch. 

	Now, despite your best efforts to preclude embarrassing situations by becoming familiar with all this, there are always some tiny little details that can slip right on by. I’ll let Pamela share one of hers:

	“Shortly after Doug and I were married and finally living in the same residence, I made a trip to the commissary (military grocery store) to take advantage of the food prices that are always much lower than at the civilian grocery stores. As soon as I entered the parking lot, I noticed an empty space right at the front of the store reserved just for me. As I pulled into the space marked ‘General Officer’ I thought: I could get used to this. The next thing I knew, a little, old, gray-haired man with his face all torn up grumbled to me, ‘Is your father a general officer?’ I looked from side to side to find out who he was talking to, but I was the only one around. ‘No, he is not, sir,’ I replied, ‘but my husband is.’ And I walked away thinking: he had a lot of nerve. What business is it of his?

	“As soon as I got home and told my new hubby about this, he laughed and shook his head. You what? I explained that I parked in a space for general officers. I thought that the word general referred to any officer, as in no specific officer. I had only heard generals referred to as generals, not as general officers and had no idea that general officer refers to one who has achieved any rank of general (brigadier general, major general, lieutenant general, or general). So Mr. Grumpy had every right to question me. He could tell by my youthful look that there was no way my husband had been in the military long enough to make it to the top echelon. But I bet he had. He was probably a general officer who had been in the military since before I was born twenty-one years earlier. And, had I parked where I was supposed to park, he could have had the spot that he had earned. Oops! I could not imagine how sorry I would have been if I had gotten a parking ticket or how embarrassed I would have felt if I told that story to a room full of other military people instead of just to my husband. My rank and structure faux pas was not the end of the world, and yours won’t be either!”

	6. UNDERSTAND AND ACCEPT THE MILITARY FOR WHAT IT IS.

	Aside from its hierarchical makeup, the military is steeped in solid tradition. For service members, working for this type of structure can make it easy to adjust to new places, jobs, and people and lessen the learning curve. And it is always amazing to see that every single ceremony, promotion, celebration, and military ball is “dress, right, dress” (perfectly coordinated).

	However, along with this hierarchy and tradition, there is much bureaucracy. And for family members, this can mean a lot of headaches from banging your head against the wall when no one is willing to think outside the box to resolve a problem. “Ma’am, that’s the way we have to do it according to the regulation” is a sentence that you will hear more than you’d like to, but it is the military way; and you are not likely going to change that single-handedly with attitude, anger, frustration, or anything else. Trust me, many have tried—and failed. The most frustrating red tape will be when you are trying to get things done and everyone’s hands are tied.

	Jennifer, an air force wife in New Mexico, learned a costly lesson about filing claims for personal property damaged during relocation. “We never got reimbursed for about $2,400 worth of property that included a china cabinet, dishes, a hutch, and mementos because when they came to assess our losses, we had thrown all the broken items away. We had no idea that we had to keep them.”

	That being said, no matter how frustrating things might be, it is always a good time to practice abiding by the unwritten code of how military wives should act: with pride and composure. So, if you feel like screaming, scream in private. Then remember a famous quote that has been attributed to several people, including Eleanor Roosevelt, Franklin D. Roosevelt, and Thomas Jefferson: “When you get to the end of your rope, tie a knot and hang on.”

	7. COMMUNICATE OPENLY.

	Don’t keep your feelings to yourself. Talk to your mate about what scares the stew out of you and what you are most excited about. Opening up about your fears (not moaning and groaning about them) will help both of you start to identify ways to deal with them and the military services you may need to use (don’t forget we are going to address them in Chapter 2). Sharing what you most look forward to can create excitement that will offset some of your nervousness.

	And, sisters, please remember that as important as it is for you to express your feelings, your man needs to have the opportunity to get his off his chest, too. Listen to him! If you are always talking, he can’t possibly get a word in edgewise. And if he chooses not to talk about things when you want him to, don’t force it. Look for signs of how he feels in his body language and his actions without overanalyzing or taking everything personally. His thoughts and feelings may be different from yours and that’s perfectly okay.

	Now that we prepped you for the life ahead and you haven’t decided to jump ship yet, here are some good suggestions for planning your wedding.





TOP SIX THINGS TO KNOW ABOUT RANK AND STRUCTURE


	Metal bars signify a junior officer or warrant officer. Silver is higher ranking than gold.

	Oak-leaf clusters signify midlevel officers. Silver is higher ranking than gold.

	Eagle and stars signify senior officers.

	Rank determines who salutes and who responds upon passing each other.

	Every single item worn on the uniform tells something about one’s military service such as combat, unit, deployments, awards, and so on. You don’t have to know them all, but your husband sure will.

	Spouses have no rank and should not wear their service member’s, literally or figuratively.






Planning Your Big Day

In the civilian world, weddings are planned six months to two years in advance. Deposits are paid, invitations are printed, and other arrangements are made to solidify the event; and these actions all but write everything in stone. However, you should be aware that in military life, there is no occasion that is safe from the ever-changing demands of Uncle Sam, including your wedding. That being said, if you are planning anything bigger than a courthouse union or a small event in the chapel on post, you could very well be upstaged by Uncle Sam issuing your hubby-to-be a set of orders to be some place other than at the altar with you.

After Doug proposed to Pamela in June of 1989, they decided to give themselves a full year to plan and prepare. That quickly turned into six months when they found out that he would be going to Korea for thirteen months. In retrospect, they’re convinced that having a small military wedding, using military resources and the help of friends, was one of the best decisions they ever made.

At the time, Doug was stationed in Maryland for training, and Pamela was finishing her last year of college in Boston. He contacted the chaplain on his very small training post and a local wedding planner who told Pamela to send the invitations, buy a dress, pick the flowers and cake, and just show up. And that’s exactly what they did, pulling off a beautiful, though short-planned traditional military wedding.

A military chaplain performed the ceremony in the post chapel, and a group of fellow soldiers helped Doug and the planner pull everything else together. They ushered, decorated, and ran prewedding errands. They donned those sharp dress blue uniforms and formed the Arch of Sabers (called “swords” in the navy, Marine Corps, and Coast Guard) for Pamela and Doug to transition into their new life, even catching her off guard at the end of the line with the traditional swat on the rear with a saber and a hearty “Welcome to the army, ma’am.” After the ceremony, they were chauffeured to the club on post, where they helped with the reception and never missed a beat all the way up to cutting the cake with a saber and cleaning up their own mess at the end of the night! To top it all off, they were not left with a mountain of debt to begin their life together.

Just a word to the wise here, ladies, weddings planned with short notice can still get complicated. For example, if your future husband is stationed at a large installation, the simplicity can quickly turn into a complex protocol puzzle. From a guest list that includes every military person associated with your fiancé, to addressing the invitations properly, to seating and standing arrangements, the whole event can become daunting. And who needs that when this is supposed to be a time of celebration and fun? If you want to eliminate a lot of stress from planning your nuptials, these strategies will help:


	Pick the right planning partner. You need someone by your side to be the sounding board for your ideas, who knows you well, who will delegate for you, and who won’t take it personally at times when stress gets the best of you. If possible, try to find a planner with military experience.

	Talk to other women who have had military weddings. Experience is the best teacher, so capitalize on what they learned and get a heads-up on what situations might arise and how to handle them. Check out chat rooms and websites to post your questions and get advice.

	Set a budget and stick to it. More is not always better. Once you make decisions, don’t be easily drawn into reevaluating your options just because there are more of them.

	Patronize the military shopping resources for the biggest discounts. Visit the exchange on post or online (www.aafes.com and www.navy-nex.com) for prices that beat most any retail place you will find. Believe it or not, some posts are large enough to offer you almost everything you need: flowers, cake, arts and crafts center for personalized wedding party gifts, alterations and dry cleaning, catering, and more. And if they don’t have it on post, they have relationships with the best local vendors to meet your needs. Finally, don’t forget to check with the staff at the Tickets and Tours Office for great deals on trips for your honeymoon.

	Find out where on post you can get help with protocol. Every base has a protocol office. The chaplains and their assistants can also be great resources for helping you figure things out and avoid protocol snafus.

	Consider purchasing wedding insurance. What happens when you do plan ahead and have to cancel or postpone because your man has to ship out before the wedding? If you have wedding insurance, you may be able to recover your deposits on the wedding site and other items so you can afford to reschedule the event. Just like any other insurance, the cost for wedding insurance depends upon how much coverage you want. Make sure you know what is already covered in your vendor insurance policies before you make any payments.

	If you decide to have a civil ceremony, your options for inexpensive or free picturesque locations on many installations may be plentiful. Consider the golf course, parks, lakes, and enlisted or officer’s clubs for the ceremony, the reception, and the wedding day photo backdrop.

	Remember the reason for the occasion: you and your intended are making a lifetime commitment to each other. Let that be the focus; no other planning detail should ever supersede the importance of that.





WALKING DOWN THE AISLE, MILITARY STYLE A WEDDING PLANNING CHECKLIST


	Set a date, taking into consideration his military schedule (field duty, training, etc.).

	Set a budget within your means.

	Visit chaplain’s office for information about premarital counseling, performance of ceremony, and local resources and referrals.

	Select and notify desired wedding party members.

	Compile your guest list keeping the budget in mind; consult with protocol for inviting military personnel.

	Check out possible wedding and reception venues on post.

	Consider purchasing wedding insurance once you clarify with vendors their policies on date changes and cancellations.

	Consider using save-the-date cards to give people advance notice even if details are not finalized.

	Choose invitations.

	Research wedding registry options that are available online since family and friends may not be local.

	Shop for dress and appropriate lingerie for a perfect fit.

	Shop around for a photographer and/or videographer.

	Shop for flowers, cakes, and wedding party gifts, starting with the exchange on post and its catalog.

	Select wedding day transportation.









The Mocha Mix

Real Talk on the MS Life

Red tape…

My biggest anxiety was having to deal with the military system. I heard horror stories of having to deal with paperwork, trying to make appointments, and being given the runaround for anything you needed to get done, from IDs to opening a bank account on base.
 
—MICHELLE, AIR FORCE, GERMANY

I was clueless…I did not know I should be nervous beyond the fact that I was getting married.
 
—SUMMER, ARMY, TEXAS

Leaving friends and family and my entire support network and living in a foreign country.

—JUANITA, ARMY, GEORGIA

FRGs and other spouses…

I used to go to FRG meetings, but I thought they were more gossip-fests than much else. Plus, I found that they would give us one piece of information, but when my husband called he would tell me something completely different.

—ARMY WIFE, FORT BRAGG

I found that officers’ wives got together more than enlisted wives. Also, compared to other enlisted wives I was much older and more mature and had different interests.

—LAUREL, FORT SUMTER


I learned the most from…

Other military spouses, families, and my own life experiences. Getting involved has been very helpful and participating in any training available; i.e., Army Family Team Building (AFTB), Family Readiness Groups (FRG), etc.

—JEANNETTE, ARMY, GEORGIA

My fiancé is very open and honest with me about everything that he goes through. I’ve learned all of what I know from him and from researching on the Internet some of the things that we’ve discussed.

—ANGELA, NATIONAL GUARD, MARYLAND

People in the military. They were willing to “show me the ropes” and share with me what they wished they had known at the beginning of their careers.

—JUANITA, ARMY, GEORGIA

Unspoken expectations…

I felt that at all times spouses served as the unspoken ambassadors to the U.S. Armed Forces and as role models to whomever was watching. I had fun perfecting it and learning from others who have already received their MS (Military Spouse) degree.

—KATERIA, ARMY, MARYLAND

I always thought a military wife does not work, especially for officers. [You] take care of the children and be the ideal soccer mom. [You] support your spouse’s career and network, especially as your spouse moves up the chain of command. Some of my feelings were correct and some were not. There were professional military spouses and some soccer mom military spouses.

—VERONICA, ARMY, ALABAMA


I have always heard that if the military wanted you to have a family, they would have issued you one, but this varies from post to post. At some places they want the wife to feel involved and be knowledgeable about what’s going on. At others it’s like as long as you have a spouse, she’ll be there to run the household. We need you (the soldier) on post, in the field, deployed, etc.

—NICOLE, ARMY, TEXAS

The expectation is still there for wives to actively participate in all FRG functions. However, I think the leadership now realizes spouses need and want to work.

—CARLA, ARMY, MARYLAND

We were led to believe that we attend all functions and coffee groups and not to voice too many opinions about our husband’s military comrades. This is not true at all. No one makes you attend functions, but by attending them you learn more about your husband’s life and what the military has to offer you.

—DEIDRE, ARMY, FLORIDA











HIS TURN

What Military Men Want and Winning at Love and Marriage



As soon as you start seriously dating a military man you should try to get a basic knowledge of military rank and structure and really understand how little control a soldier has over his assignments—especially in the early days. Once I was given an assignment in Qatar and my girlfriend was, like, “Why didn’t you tell them that you didn’t want to go?” She was very upset with me and I’m, like, she has no clue that it doesn’t work like that at all. You go when and where you’re told to go.

I’ve seen a lot of military families going through divorces and it’s very sad. You need strong family values, to really know each other well and be prepared for long absences. I’ve been married twice during my military career, and both my marriages ended due to the infidelity of my wives. I was in Guam and my first wife was unfaithful with another soldier. After I retuned, I ended up working with him! In other situations I’ve seen, the woman assumed the man was cheating, so she decides to cheat. I’ve also seen women who are too dependent on their husbands and when he’s gone there is a huge void they can’t fill for themselves and they start looking for others to fill the void.

A military wife needs to be a strong person. When the man leaves, she has to take on everything and hold it down. They have to take on the parenting, helping the kids get through the deployment, and managing the household. It’s a lot.

Lastly, I think it’s important for a wife to understand that a black man’s military experience is very different from a white man’s experience. There’s segregation and racism in the military too, and sometimes higher-ranking black men can be your worst nightmare. So she needs an extra level of understanding and support than other wives.

—JOHN, RETIRED AIR FORCE TECHNICAL SERGEANT









CHAPTER TWO

Surviving the First Year

Your Induction into the MS World



Congratulations! You have that military man on your arm, the ring on your finger, and the marriage certificate on file. These things make you a wife, but they won’t make you an official military spouse (MS) just yet. But first, let’s address you as wifey.

The first year of any marriage can be rough. There’s a reason why statistically more couples divorce in the first year than any other. I’ve been married twice, and I can remember each first year’s struggles like it was yesterday. Adjusting to living with someone takes time; understanding who’s doing what when it comes to household chores may have been taken for granted without having a clear conversation, and don’t even get me started on possible in-law drama. My second husband of six years, with whom I have my two children, was the typical baby boy with five older sisters! Between the sisters and his mother it was a virtual drama-rama all the time. The most important thing I can say about marriage in general is to always have each other’s back. Every man wants a “ride-or-die chick” as it were, and you need to be that for your husband and he should be that for you. That means nothing or no one comes between you two.

Keep your bond tight and let no one in. Here’s some other wifey-to-wifey advice from Pamela and me:


	Give yourselves time to adjust and be willing to work through the rough spots.

	Communicate about life decisions. Discuss long-and short-term goals, how you will handle finances, the division of labor at home, and if and when to have children.

	Learn how to live with your mate. Even if you have known each other for years, once you wed, your lives will change.

	Commit to your marriage and mean it: “…in sickness and in health, ’til death do you part.” There’s a dangerous “I don’t need this, I’m outta here” attitude in our society. And it frightens me. A marriage should be for forever; don’t bolt at the first sign of trouble. You will have to sacrifice in many ways; be willing to do so for the sake of your marriage.

	Communicate maturely. Arguments may be plentiful. Never go to bed or send off your spouse angry whether he is running to the commissary or shipping off to training. Fight fairly. Listen to your mate. Seek communication skills training from the chaplain’s office.

	Keep your private matters private. Don’t involve friends, family, or his boss in your affairs (unless you are reaching out for help with an abusive relationship).

	Remain friends. Have fun. Just because you have made a serious commitment doesn’t mean you have to take life too seriously. Laugh, play, and hang out together just like when you dated.




Pamela’s Pick: For a successful mocha marriage, check out the African American Healthy Marriage Initiative (AAHMI), which offers conferences, forums, and great resources just for us at www.aahmi.net.



Getting Your Props

Now that we’ve addressed you as a wife, you are almost ready to claim your status as an officially recognized military spouse. To really become “official” in the eyes of the military you have to get your name on “the list” of those who are eligible to receive military benefits and to get that coveted military identification card in your purse. And then, you can get your props, no questions asked.

“I was a twenty-seven-year-old woman who worked eleven-hour days, was active in my community, and sang semiprofessionally and in the church. My father took our family traveling all the time, so I have seen a lot of places,” said Rhonda. “Two months after I married I moved alone from Las Cruces, New Mexico, to Columbia, South Carolina. My drill sergeant husband had already started his rounds on Fort Jackson Army Base. When I arrived there, I slept for two days. I was not only a new wife, but also unemployed, alone, and a military spouse. I decided that the commissary would be the easiest place to start to become familiar with military life. But I was quickly schooled after giving my social security number and it was denied. I was no longer Rhonda Y. Cherry. I was Sergeant Cherry’s wife.”

For new spouses, it can be difficult to adjust to the feeling of not being a person in your own right. It was bad enough being the girlfriend or fiancée and not getting any recognition, but then when you get married there is still a certain degree of feeling less significant than your mate. But the truth is, the military is not trying to shun you. It is simply using your husband’s identity as collateral for your actions. If anything happens that should not, it can be traced right back to him and he will have full responsibility to rectify the situation.

But on the bright side, having your name on “the list” and an ID card as proof of your connection with a service member means you will have access to the commissary (military grocery store with better prices than you will find anywhere), the Exchange (military-run department store with great prices and no tax), fitness centers, medical facilities, and a host of other services on post that specifically cater to service members and their families—without having to be escorted around. And, off post, the military ID can get you countless discounts no matter where you are stationed. Wives who work the perks have gotten discounts at all kinds of stores in the mall, and at movie theaters, hotels, parks, and more. Just ask about it everywhere you go. The worst things they can say is, “We don’t offer that.”

To get your official status, make sure that your spouse enrolls you in DEERS (Defense Enrollment Eligibility Reporting System) the very first chance he gets. This will be the only way the military can verify that you are authorized to receive military benefits such as those listed above as well as medical coverage and your spouse’s life insurance if anything happens to him. In fact, you may need to remind him to update DEERS anytime there is a significant change in your family situation that could impact eligibility, like military status, address changes, births, and so on. Any problems or mistakes in this system and you could have all kinds of issues getting your entitlements.

Take your original marriage certificate, birth certificate, social security card, photo ID, and your new hubby straight to the personnel office on post and handle your business. Well, actually, he is the one who technically has to do it, but you get the idea. If you are not on post and don’t know the closest place you can accomplish this mission, visit the Defense Manpower Data Center (DMDC) online at www.dmdc.osd.mil/rsl to search by city, state, zip code, or country. Or contact the DMDC Support Office (DSO) at 800-538-9552. Make sure you call the phone number that is listed online or given on the phone before you go to the office. Military facilities are known to move around, so you will want to verify the location, contact information, and hours of operation.

Next, get that military ID. Where you enroll in DEERS may be the same place to get your ID, but if it’s not, personnel will direct you to where it is located. Anyone in your family who is age ten or older should have his or her own card. When accompanied by an adult, some places will let children in without one, but you? Don’t even think about it. In fact, don’t get caught off guard trying to convince anyone that you have every right to be in the bowling alley, buy food from the commissary, or are eligible to use the medical facility if you don’t show your military ID. There is no magic list they can look at, no exceptions to the rule without risking their job, and no sob story they will buy. Trust us.

One year right before Christmas Pamela took a day off work intending to start her holiday shopping at the PX (Post Exchange for army people; same as the air force’s BX or Base Exchange, and the MCX for the Marine Corps, or the Exchange for the navy and the Coast Guard). She showed up as soon as the doors opened, but unfortunately, never got past them. When she handed her ID to the store associate with a smile, she smiled right back, took the card right out of her hand, and refused to return it because it had expired. “I’m sorry, ma’am, the regulation says…” There went all her hopes of taking care of any errands on post for the whole weekend. But looking on the bright side, since the ID card office didn’t open again until Tuesday, her husband had to escort her around all weekend because he was the only one with an ID card, so she got some quality hubby time out of the ordeal.


The point is, get used to carrying your military ID card with you at all times, and make sure it is always up-to-date. Don’t become frustrated when you are not allowed access to something if you don’t have the card. Once you become better acclimated to “the lifestyle,” you will love the benefits and realize that it really is in your best interest to ensure that access to services are limited to people who are entitled to receive them.

Pimp Your Ride

Obtaining a base decal for your car should be the next item on your list. To get on and off almost any military installation without hassle, you need to register your car and place the sticker on your windshield. This too has an expiration date, so take note of it and start the renewal process within a reasonable amount of time before then. Your sticker will indicate whether the car belongs to an enlisted or officer and will be saluted if it is owned by an officer. If you are driving, there is no need to salute back, just smile and wave as the gate guard allows you to enter. Always be prepared to show your military ID and driver’s license or to submit to having your car searched, if asked. The military is taking every precaution to keep everyone safe, so be grateful for the “inconvenience” rather than be bothered by it.

Get the Power

Finally, visit the legal office on post with your mate in order to obtain a power of attorney (POA). This is definitely one of those things that is better to have and not need than to need and not have. It will allow you to conduct business on your spouse’s behalf when he is away. When you first get married, it may take some time before your name is on everything and your hubby may get called away at a moment’s notice. Without the POA or your hubby right by your side, you might be stuck without access to bank accounts, housing, transportation (the car is in his name and the tags expired), or who knows what.

A girlfriend once told us about a young wife who went to the grocery store to buy baby formula and was unable to get it because her name was not on the checking account. She and her husband usually went shopping together, but he had been called away. With a POA she most likely would have been able to work with the bank to have her name added. Instead, Army Community Service (ACS) and Army Emergency Relief (AER) staff helped her obtain a food voucher












	While living in base housing put your personal stamp on it and make it a home for your family.

	Follow the rules and regulations; you will have them no matter where you live. And know that you can be evicted from government housing.

	Don’t balk at having to keep up the appearance of your property. That is a perfectly normal responsibility no matter where you live. Expect to get warning notices if you don’t comply.

	Treat it like you bought it.

	Take the opportunity to pay off debts, put away money in your savings, or invest, since you won’t have the additional living expenses associated with living off post.

	Realize that some installations are now charging for electricity based on whether you exceed the average usage determined for your neighborhood.

	Stay out of your neighbors’ business and keep them out of yours. Living in a small, close-knit community, there is a common tendency to talk. Don’t let it be about you.

	When it is time to leave, ask your neighbors whether the inspection is difficult to pass. If so, just pay an approved cleaning company and get on with moving to the next location.







	Losing your ID card is more important that losing your license.

	You stand up for the national anthem before a movie starts even when you are at an off-base theater.

	You can tell how many times you have moved by the number of inventory stickers on the back of your furniture.

	You can say your husband is “only” going away for a few months.

	You know that “dependent” means anything but dependent.

	You have a picture of every child in a Pampers and huge combat boots.

	You know that 0100 hours is 1:00 A.M. and 1300 hours is 1:00 P.M.

	You remember milestones based on where you were stationed.

	You notice mistakes in movies that portray the military.

	All your children were born in different states.

	You have to reach for your social security card when asked for your number because you can’t remember it.
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