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Abstract 

 

Intersection of Love and War is a combination of my words and images into a body of 

work that reflects my experience as a woman challenging traditional military expectations, 

regulations and salutations. I explore whether a civilian spouse can maintain a separate, 

productive identity while supporting a life partner and Soldier dedicated to the United States 

military, its order and traditions. I question this third party’s constant presence within my 

marriage and I examine how these hurdles, boundaries and ramifications effect our relationship. 

As the self-proclaimed family historian, I use my own documented material, photographs, 

videos, emails and letters, to illustrate my changing lifestyle as I struggle to understand the 

dynamics of military relationships. I have captured our achievements and missteps, solo trips and 

vacations with the kids, our charitable work and each reassignment. I have analyzed and 

scrutinized the decisions I make, while witnessing how other couples cope with a constant third 

party, “Army mistress”, within the marriage.  

This is my story of an accidental meeting and intentional marriage, the intersection of 

two contrasting ways of life. This photographic memoir is the culmination of my thoughts, 

feelings, experiences, and how I have handled or resisted the transitions along the way. Through 

my perspective, introspection and observation I share my journey, the roads I have taken, in my 

transition from unattached civilian to military spouse. 

 

 



 iv 

Table of Contents 

Abstract          iii 

Table of Contents         iv   

Acknowledgements        v 

Prologue          vi 

Introduction         15 

    Courtship         20 

Independent Dependent       28 

    Timeline in Brief        45 

Foster the Relationship       50 

Operation Alaska        55 

JBER          71 

Deployed Joe         105 

Deployed Courtney        118 

Epilogue          127 

Appendix         131 

Bibliography         145 

 



 v 

Acknowledgments 

 

There would be no story without my loving husband and his determination. His ability to 

serve our country, complete two degrees before his fourth deployment and his dedication to the 

constant battle to have a relationship with his children have led me on a journey I never 

anticipated. 

To my mother whose help has proven invaluable. Her tenacious ability to cut through my 

words and find my heart has been no small feat. I can never repay her encouragement. 

To Lisa’s vision. This project was going in an entirely different direction until she agreed 

to supervise and lend her wisdom. 

Finally, to the academic team at Duke MALS. Without your encouragement and 

understanding of the following circumstances, I would not have been able to move forward in the 

degree program. 

I could not have finished this endeavor without all of your support. You have my sincere 

gratitude. 

 

 

 

 



 1 

Prologue 

 

 I am honestly one email away from drinking straight from my wine box. Yes, I said it. I 

drink wine from a box. I do not have to locate my corkscrew. I just cannot be bothered to open 

another bottle. I have too much going on. I also realize it is only ten in the morning and I am at 

work.  

The last thing in my inbox was the fifth message from a professor who could not send a 

class recording to one of his students. He appeared earlier in my office, over my shoulder, 

looking for help. One of his students came looking for me a couple hours later, as she could still 

not access the recorded class. He sent me a pile of emails to follow up on all the requests and 

responses he had received. 

Simultaneously, I got a message in my Facebook inbox from my stepson and another 

from the director of the Asbestos Disease Awareness Organization. The millennial decided he 

wants to bail on our plan for his graduation weekend; the warrior for asbestos justice requested 

my attendance on a conference call with my Senator who repeatedly ignores my pleas to help 

ban asbestos use (and has not been helpful at all in this current political climate). 

Minutes later, I found out when I need to move my dogs and myself to Alaska. Or rather, 

when my husband, Joe, will be returning from Afghanistan. Of course, this is Army time, which 

means it is subject to change.  

 I realize I did this to myself. Combining my life as fulltime employee and part-time 

graduate student is a lot for anyone, especially in the final semester. That alone has plenty of 

people reaching for adult beverages all over town. Being an overachiever, I like to add other 
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avenues of initiative. As I mentioned, I volunteer with an advocacy organization working to ban 

the use of asbestos in America. In addition, I run the Twitter page and foster dogs for a local 

rescue organization. Actually, I foster puppies. I had a litter of six, six-week-old babies, right at 

the end of my double graduate level course semester. I had them through Christmas while family 

visited. I am also embroiled in a high-level pissing match to see my stepchildren. It was 

supposed to be their Christmas with their father and me. We believe it is important to maintain 

and sustain quality time with his children to ensure lasting, committed relationships. Their mom 

does not think so. Unfortunately, my husband, her Ex, their dad, is deployed and the Kentucky 

court system will not grant access to the stepparent. As an “extended family member”, I cannot 

see them or stand in for their dad. I cannot take them anywhere unless his Ex deems it so. On the 

upside, the one child who can make decisions for himself because he is 22, decided to join my 

mother and me for the unusually quiet holiday. Quiet, that is, except for all the dogs. 

Every day is a new and exasperating challenge. Finish a paper. Talk a faculty member off 

the technological ledge. Speak with the children who are not biologically mine. Do not, under 

any circumstances, let the crazy dog near the puppies! I am exhausted already and it is not even 

noon. I have yet to tell my husband, in his weirdo time zone eight and a half hours different, that 

his son is skipping his own college graduation ceremony. Now, I just figured out some student 

“broke” a classroom during an event by moving the desk and technology next to the sign that 

reads “DO NOT MOVE”. The professor, who has class following the event, is angry because the 

computer is not working and will not display his lecture. My husband will be calling soon from a 

war zone and I will have to stop whatever momentum I accumulated to get things done and chat. 

That is, after all, what a good wife does, right? Of course, a good wife is also attentive and 

supportive … not reading emails, news feeds and Facebook all the while he is trying to have a 
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conversation that does not revolve around strategy, weapons and war. A “good” wife would put 

everything on hold. 

Traditionally, a good Army wife “take[s] her place by [her] husband’s side” (This, 3). I 

guess that puts me out of the running. I mean, there are pictures of me, literally by his side, but 

that is not at all what the authors of This is the Army … Mrs. Jones are saying. The “old” wives 

are saying get in line and that is not happening. I have not moved when my husband has 

relocated. I have not lived on an Army post. I am terrible at discerning rank among people, nor 

was I brought up to give it much thought. Are we not all created equal? I clearly have a different 

view from my civilian standpoint. 

Fortunately, my husband loves me for who I am, outspoken, antagonistic and all. We 

have learned in our short 40 years, to find the compatible crazy in our significant other. It took a 

while, but eventually we found each other.  

I have documented many of our days and our journeys with my iPhone or Canon 7D, 

producing photographs and videos. I create photo books of our adventures for our children, of 

our trips abroad and as an annual gift to my husband on the anniversary of our first date. 

This is my story.
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Teeters, Peggy, and Thelma Brown. This is the Army, Mrs. Jones. 

McNally and Loftin, 1963. 
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“The art of life lies  

in a constant readjustment 

 to our surroundings.”  

~ Okakura Kakuzo 
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El Paso near Fort Bliss, Texas 
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Newport, Kentucky from Cincinnati, Ohio 
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Newport, Rhode Island and the Providence Plantations 
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Dawson Creek, British Columbia, Canada 
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Introduction 

I have driven hundreds of thousands of miles and have seen more of the United States 

than I can remember. Each drive was a new adventure. Every journey revealed as much about me 

as the surroundings revealed about the destination. The 

moment my father let me get behind the wheel of his 

little two-door coupe, I craved the freedom of whisking 

off to any destination his car would carry me. I could not 

wait to see where the road led and what obstacles I 

would navigate. Windows rolled down, the music way up; I set a course for the next objective. I 

clung to the feeling of independence as I did to the car’s steering wheel, turning and veering 

through obstacles, but never letting go. Oddly, my life centered on where I could escape to in an 

automobile. I made my way across the country three times before my first real job and a GPS 

(global positioning system) was available to 

civilians.  

Equally monumental, my mother 

instilled that sense of adventure. She enjoyed 

traveling to new or distant places so much she 

planned at least one big trip for us annually. 

During the winter, she relished the opportunity 

to head somewhere warm. She, too, enjoyed showing her free spirit. When she was at a 

particularly painful crossroad, it was determined we would travel to the most exotic place yet. 

Guatemala. This time, it would be three generations, my mother, her mother, and me. It 
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reinforced the idea that women could do anything, go anywhere they wanted. Nothing was 

impossible with the right attitude. 

As the years progressed, I noticed setting roots was not a quality ingrained in me. I 

longed for it, but often felt constrained, both in place and in relationships. 

I went to a remote northern college, away from home. After my undergrad years, I struck 

out on my own. I moved a solid ten-hour drive away from where 

I grew up. Having no connection to the city or state, I became a 

television news photojournalist in a different region of the U.S. I 

was one of the few females in the profession. It is not a very 

enticing job for many. Most days I felt like a glorified caddy: set up the shot, tote the gear, drive 

from location to location, and watch the reporter knock the shot down the proverbial fairway for 

everyone to see and credit. Adrenaline and anticipation powered our game. On the days when I 

worked alone, I worked twice as hard doing both jobs, shooting video and writing (reporting). 

The news vehicle became my unfaltering 

partner. It took me wherever I was needed. I 

never knew what the day would bring or where 

the road would take us, foreign cities, celebrity 

affairs, fire-ravaged homes or hurricane 

devastated towns. Though often dismal, the job 

piqued my sense of adventure. Day in and day out, I allowed my life to operate around the 

newsroom’s schedule for nearly fifteen years. The job tended to dictate my relationships. I was 

far more interesting to the guys I worked with since I was one of them already and they did not 
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have to look outside the newsroom for someone who enjoyed the same lifestyle they did. I 

always wanted something more exciting than I was experiencing. 

Eventually, I traded my window office that cornered for a corner windowless cubicle. It 

is almost as depressing as the satellite truck I drove that was 

clearly built for a man. At least it had windows. Now I 

cannot see outside, but I am in a place that is nearly always 

dry – except when the plumbing leaks upstairs -- and it has a 

bathroom (the cause of the leak)! It is the little things.  

No longer do I travel through blizzards or stand in other treacherous weather conditions 

while carrying electronic equipment that collectively weighs more than I do. I personally have 

more control over my time and whereabouts. The downside, the boss never calls me into work to 

drive a reporter or a “live” truck somewhere exciting. The trade: monotony can be excruciating 

and I am routinely working at a faster pace than those around me. 

Shortly after handing in my newsroom credentials for a technology and media pass in 

academia, my father died. The two most consuming and characteristically significant pieces of 

my life at the time were gone. Though still fiercely independent, I was single and felt alone. 

Then, I met a man who traveled as much for his job as I had for mine and who spent as much 

time driving in his “down time” as I have over the years. 

We met when I answered his online dating profile, after completely misreading it. From 

what I remember – or rather how I interpreted it – the listing said he was a “non-smoker”, who 

lived in “Spring Hope”, and worked for the “government.” I guessed state government because 

Spring Hope is east of Raleigh and I did not know too many Federal jobs in our state capital. 
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None of that was true. Well, most of it was not true. The assertion he was a non-smoker was 

semantically true. There was no box to check if you chew tobacco. Gross. Moreover, he actually 

lived south of Raleigh, very close to Fayetteville, in Spring Lake. It is next to Fort Bragg, a U.S. 

military installation. “Government” employee meant Federal employee, not State.  

Once I learned the truths about my misinterpretations, I had a choice to make. This man 

led a complex life that was not his own. He was constantly in harm’s way and had a very 

complicated family history. No doubt, the Army would expect me to give up control of my own 

destiny and merge onto a highway it designed, with a man who might always want to drive. How 

would I decide my next destination? What if I never get another chance to get behind the wheel? 

Is a life with G.I. Joe even possible? 
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Courtship 

 

 

Collins, J.D., et al. Modern Military Spouse: The Ultimate Military Life Guide for new spouses and Significant Others. 2016. 
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 Jefferson Family Court. Hissong vs. Hissong Collage. 2013, 2014, 2015, 2016 & 2017.   

 

Jefferson Family Court. Hissong vs. Hissong. 18 Dec. 2015.                                  
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Independent, Dependent 
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According to the United States Army, I was acquired on 28 July 2014. I am not exactly 

sure who acquired me, my husband or his job. Either way, I do not remember any combination of 

those words in my vows; “to have and to hold”, “this day forth”, “equal partners”, these are 

things I recall agreeing to. I now pronounce you the acquisition in this merger; I do not 

remember that at all! I may have objected at my own wedding if the Justice of the Peace phrased 

our nuptials this way. 

I would understand if the documentation listed Joe as an acquired soldier. He married the 

Army long before he met me. He married the Army even before his first wife. In my opinion, the 

Army is the wife; his Ex and I are merely mistresses. It comes as no surprise to me that when the 

Army calls, he answers … after all, he was acquired, not me. I had a history of independence! 

How did this union go so far as to also persuade me to relinquish my maiden name? 

 When I met Joe, he was a First Sergeant, an NCO, or non-commissioned officer. The 

classification is a senior enlisted soldier. Military personnel view it much differently from a 

commissioned officer, in both stature and in pay.  

I began Army 101 with Joe. As a journalist, I covered a couple of deaths during 

deployment and welcome home ceremonies. I understood the basic lingo, but could not tell a 

Sergeant from a Captain, identify the words for the acronyms used or tell you exactly where in 

the world our forces were fighting. 

This changed as I learned more about Joe’s life. When we met, he had recently returned 

from a deployment in Afghanistan. It was his third tour there. He had lived in Italy and Germany 

between deployments before the Army relocated him to North Carolina. He moved more often 

than I had, and neither of us lived close to our families for very long.  
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    While stationed in Germany, the Army 

informed Joe he would deploy in two 

months’ time. His wife and children had 

accompanied him here and would soon be 

left without his guidance. As a result, during 

the first months of his deployment, Joe’s 

wife took their babies back to the states and 

never returned. She left their possessions in 

their outdated apartment on the Army base 

and the car keys with a neighbor. Within 

months of her return to the U.S., she moved 

in with a childhood boyfriend. Joe’s 

deployment paid for her new, more opulent 

lifestyle.  

     Between each deployment, the Army 

offers vacation time, or “leave” time. Joe 

spent each leave period with his kids and 

returned to work in Europe or the Middle 

East. From his accounts of this time, it was 

very difficult for him. Although his wife had 

clearly moved on, there was no resolution, 

divorce or structured settlement for their 

troubled relationship.

      Here in the U.S., my life had become 

unsettling as well. Doctors diagnosed my 

father with Mesothelioma and I lost my job 

while trying to manage long distance 

support and frequent visits to Florida. The 

decline in the health of my sailing, running, 

skiing dad was overwhelming. Like the 

Army, the newsroom does not appreciate 

complex family drama within its ranks.  

     My father’s health improved briefly. I 

found a new, exciting management position 

in a northern newsroom during this time. 

Once our broadcast was stable and 

operational and having enough of news and 

Vermont, I returned to life in North 

Carolina. Unfortunately, my father’s health 

deteriorated again. He died just before Joe 

returned from his third tour in Afghanistan 

in 2012. When dad died, I suffered the 

torment of the loss, but also the devastation 

of having to fight his widow for small bits of 

my life with him.  
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     Joe was similarly fighting for a basic 

familial right: the right to see his kids. He 

was also sorting through the painful 

realization his wife had replaced him. It took 

years before his divorce was finalized. His 

attorney did little to mitigate his losses; he 

had no idea how to protect his military 

client. It is not an unfamiliar story. I have 

heard it repeatedly as the Military Police 

called Joe out in the early days of our 

relationship to “council” younger enlisted 

soldiers. He periodically does this by 

explaining his own experience. 

      There are studies on the effects of 

enlisted marriages and deployments. The 

RAND Corporation published a number of 

them. “Gone to War: Have Deployments 

Increased Divorces?” and Invisible Women, 

Junior Enlisted Army Wives are two that 

examine the relationship of Junior Enlisted 

couples in the military. Joe’s situation fits 

both reports to a “T”. While he was a 

Private, Joe’s income barely covered his  
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housing costs (Basic Allowances for 

Housing, BAH), food (Basic Allowances for 

Subsistence, BAS) and bills, such as water, 

heat, phone and transportation. This is when 

he met a part-time college student looking 

for love and adventure. Their first dates 

were intertwined with his new orders 

moving him to Alaska.  

A year later, they were married and 

she moved to the Last Frontier to be with 

her husband. She had no support network to 

speak of. She and Joe lived in a tiny, one 

bedroom apartment off the Army Post. The 

environment was isolating. It is hard to meet 

and mingle with other spouses, especially in 

the cold, dark Alaskan winters. Margaret 

Harrell writes in her book Invisible Women, 

the accounts of three Army wives further 

isolated by their husband’s inability to help 

them become active in military life. 

Harrell’s findings feature enlisted soldiers 

who want to maintain a distance from work  
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after hours, or simply do not supply their 

wives with the enrichment or social 

gathering notifications (Invisible, 107). 

   Based on the “Veterans Oral History” 

interview I did with my husband in the 

spring of 2017, I believe this to be true in his 

first relationship. However, Joe did actively 

help seek college courses and employment 

opportunities to benefit his new bride in an 

attempt to offset her possible loneliness and 

solitude. As you might have gathered, I have 

a slight bias for the man I know and the 

support he has extended toward me. I also 

realize his circumstances were different 

then. 

     Bias or not, the world changed while they 

were in Alaska.  

    Nothing would ever be the same. 
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Two commercial planes flew into the Twin Towers,  

the World Trade Center, in New York City. Another  

crashed into the Pentagon in Washington, D.C. and another  

in a Pennsylvanian field. Thousands died that day at the hands  

of terrorists on American soil. 
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     Joe awoke to his sister calling, crying, and 

asking what this meant for him. He raced into 

work to find out. 

     That day was chaotic as the world tried to 

decipher what had happened and every base 

throughout the U.S. tried to prevent another 

direct attack at home. 

     In the weeks that followed, nothing really 

changed for Joe at work in Alaska. There 

were no attacks near him. He did not deploy, 

but he did make it clear to his wife and his 

chain of command that he wanted to join the 

fight. In addition to his deployment response, 

there was a different significant development 

for him personally. He and his wife were 

about to have a baby. Logan was born as the 

first snow began to fall that November. 

      

  

 

 

     I was in my news car, driving east on 

Business-40 to my newsroom. I heard the 

story unfolding on the radio. As I walked 

into work, I watched as the second plane 

crashed into Tower Two behind the news 

anchors talking live on the morning show. I 

was Chief Photographer of a top fifty 

television station at the time and managed a 

staff of twelve male videographers and one 

female editor. We worked around the clock 

to report the local reaction and disbelief. At 

the end of the long and exhausting workday, 

I went home to my empty apartment. 
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    Joe’s next assignment was to Fort 

Benning in Columbus, Georgia. His 

daughter Karoline was born there. In the 

days leading up to another of Joe’s training 

missions, Karoline was diagnosed with a 

serious medical condition resulting in a 

surgical procedure (VOH Interview). The 

poor timing of Joe’s departure no doubt put 

strain on the young couple’s relationship. 

      Again, the similarities to other junior 

enlisted stories, especially after 11 

September 2001, helped and guided me to 

an understanding of Joe’s first marriage. 

     Due to massive deployments following 

the attacks on American soil, the divorce 

rates among service members skyrocketed 

(Gone, 475). The RAND study “Gone to 

War” suggests that based on their 

assessment of families started before 9/11, 

there was a twenty-eight percent increase in 

the probability of divorce in a military 

family if a family member deployed for the 

first time following the attack (Gone, 475). 

     Three and a half months after 9/11, my 

television station closed. We all lost our 

jobs. To stay in television, I had to find 

another position and relocate. I found two 

suitable opportunities in Raleigh, North 

Carolina, and one in Salt Lake City, Utah. I 

opted for a job at the number one station in 

Raleigh, centrally located between my 

mother in Connecticut and my father in 

Florida, a day’s drive, if necessary. 

          I spent the next several years working 

at a high-profile CBS affiliate. During this 

time, I traveled to Hollywood to cover 

multiple American Idol contestants, to the 

Democratic National Convention in Boston 

and made the trip from Manteo to Murphy. 

North Carolina, almost the entire length of 

the state, to cover tourism on the coast and 

witness the capture of the Olympic Park 

Bomber, Eric Robert Rudolph, in the 

mountains. I flew in the station helicopter 

recording everything from championship 

basketball games to historic storm damage.  
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     Toward the end of 2006, the Army issued 

orders for Joe to move to Italy. This is 

exactly what the family wanted. 

Unfortunately, his orders changed at the last 

minute to Bamberg, Germany. This 

happened during the holiday season making 

it difficult to speak with anyone regarding 

the switch. There was no recourse and the 

family relocated to a country they had not 

prepared for. 

     Two months after settling his family in 

Germany, Joe received his first deployment 

orders. In May of 2007, he started his first 

fifteen-month tour in Afghanistan. 

      

 

 

 

 

 

        In the summer 2006, my father’s 

doctors diagnosed him with testicular 

cancer. A second opinion from doctors at 

Brigham Woman’s Hospital in Boston sent 

him home to Florida for immediate surgery. 

It became clear his doctors had 

misdiagnosed him. He did not have 

testicular cancer but rather Mesothelioma. It 

was a death sentence.  

     In addition to the change in types of 

cancer, his surgeon accidently bisected his 

colon during the procedure. The doctors sent 

him home unknowingly. He developed 

sepsis in the days that followed. It nearly 

killed him. It did kill sections of his bowel. 

A surgeon gave him a colostomy and sent 

him to a new team of doctors to determine 

his next course of treatment. 

     By the following summer, he started to 

adjust to the new way of life. My dad and I 

became very active in asbestos-prevention 

related fundraising, education and outreach. 
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     The same summer my father and I were 

celebrating the extension of my dad’s life, 

Joe fought two of the toughest battles in his. 

     One, he learned his wife had moved in 

with another man. Divorce was imminent. 

     Two, there was a significant firefight in 

the Khost Province of Afghanistan against 

the Taliban. The forty-five minute 

engagement earned Joe’s squadron bragging 

rights in the War on Terror after beating a 

force nearly twice the size of his own. 

     Months after his first deployment ended, 

Joe returned to Bamberg, Germany. He sent 

his possessions to his children and moved to 

Italy.  

    He trained for one year while stationed in 

Italy, then redeployed to Afghanistan. He 

spent all of 2010 in Sayadabad actively 

engaging with the Taliban. His platoon 

battled in nearly as many firefights as the 

entire brigade that year. Taliban fighters 

killed one of Joe’s comrades. 

       As my dad gained his strength back and 

considered courses of treatment, my news 

director at the television station in Raleigh 

fired me. I suspect it was because the daily 

news cycle became less important and my 

expectations of fair treatment and safe 

working conditions did not match the 

management’s needs. Either way it left a 

mark on my exemplary service and skill. 

      Later that summer, after running a 

successful dance weekend with participants 

from around North America, I moved to 

Vermont to become a Chief Photojournalist 

at a brand-new television station. It was the 

first fully functioning High Definition 

station and broadcast in upstate New York 

and Vermont. We built the technology from 

the ground up. I hired a staff of video-

journalists and started reporting again, in 

addition to my regular duties. I covered the 

North Country for years before making the 

decision to move back to North Carolina. 
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    The Army put Joe on new orders to North 

Carolina in 2011 where he joined the 82nd 

Airborne. This put him much closer to his 

two children who now lived in Kentucky 

and his older son who lived in Ohio. One of 

his favorite memories from that year is 

taking all the kids to Disney World and 

spending more time with them than he had 

been able to in years past. 

      The Kentucky court system finalized his 

divorce in February of the following year. 

Joe deployed for the third time later that 

month. 

      Three days after arriving in Afghanistan, 

Joe lost two soldiers in a green on blue 

attack, meaning neutral Afghan soldiers 

killed two American soldiers they were 

working alongside to defeat the Taliban. In 

an email to me, Joe detailed this deployment 

as “grueling and satisfying” on account of 

the cost of lives and on watching the armed 

Afghan resistance eventually stop their 

continuous assaults on American troops. 

     I moved back to North Carolina in the 

middle of a major recession. I quit my news 

job in hopes of joining the more civilized 

ranks of the professional world. I did not 

know what that meant entirely, but I hoped 

for more consistent, daytime hours, more 

temperate working conditions, less heavy 

lifting and happier stories. 

     I spent the first year doing odd jobs. I 

worked as an elementary school 

photographer for Lifetouch School 

Photography, a freelance videographer for 

an out of state production company, a 

highlight editor for the Carolina Hurricanes 

and a production assistant for that repo 

show, Lizard Lick Towing. 

     Fortunately, I had a much better winter of 

2011 than my future husband did. I finally 

found a full-time job through a contact I 

made at the Hurricanes. This contact became 

my new boss at the Duke University School 

of Law.  
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      In the summer of 2012, Joe and his 

battalion finished their efforts in 

Afghanistan and began to turn over control 

to the next unit who would take over. 

     Joe returned to North Carolina in 

September.  

     He made his way to Kentucky to see his 

children. Then a quick trip to Vegas for a 

concert and a new tattoo. He re-established 

his online dating profile and began life again 

stateside. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

     In July of 2012, my father lost his battle 

against Mesothelioma. He had not been 

eating solid food for nearly a year. His body 

rapidly deteriorated as the Meso tumors 

grew. I was on an airplane bound for his 

home when he died. The last time I saw him 

was Father’s Day.  

A few months later, I was still 

pulling myself back together from the losses 

sustained when my father died. I decided to 

reactivate my online dating profile to 

entertain myself. It had not gone very well 

in the past, but I thought I was ready to try 

again. 
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E-Harmony matched Joe and me in the fall of 2012. I met his kids after Christmas. He 

proposed in March of 2014 when he returned from Suriname. I decided, and he agreed, we 

should be married in the summer during his anticipated summer vacation with his kids. 

Shortly after we announced our plans to wed, he visited his children. It was then he 

learned his Ex had remarried. She and her boyfriend had won a Valentine’s Day White Castle ( 

the burger joint)  radio station wedding. Not once had the kids ever mentioned this in all their 

conversations with their father, until they were out of mom’s earshot. 

This was about the time we were trying to confirm the dates and location for our wedding 

against the dates Joe’s ex would permit the kids to see us. Mind you, Joe shares in a joint custody 

agreement. He is also property of the U.S. Military and does not have the same flexibility as a 

civilian. The summer negotiation for dates, times and transportation did not go well. The 

children’s mother refused to work with us. We had to consult our lawyer and ultimately, a judge. 

The ruling was in our favor. However, we simply did not trust the woman to comply, so Joe and 

I packed our car with wedding supplies and drove through the night to pick up the kids in 

Kentucky. With no sleep, we drove them to his parent’s home in Ohio. We were grateful for their 

help. We did not want to endanger the kids as we proceeded to Connecticut and on to Rhode 

Island to get our marriage license before City Hall closed for the weekend.  

Despite the aggravation and fights of frustration between my fiancé and me as a result of 

the ex’s inability to communicate or compromise, we had the most magnificent time that 

summer. We were married at a scenic old Army fort on the Narragansett Bay, a place my father 

and I had visited every year before his death. I spent summers with my dad at his wonderful 

place in Rhode Island and now Joe and I could give his kids the same memorable experience.  
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When we returned to North Carolina after our summer vacation, it was time to make all 

the marriage adjustments women have made for centuries before me. Had I known then, what I 

know now, I suspect I would have kept my maiden name to avoid the hassle and the expense. 

I changed my name with social security, the credit card companies, my place of 

employment, every place I could think of. I also added another layer of red tape. I became a 

dependent with regard to the United States Army. Neither my employment records nor my tax 

paperwork ever listed me as having a dependent and since I am self-sufficient and too old by 

civilian standards, it hardly seems like anyone should classify me as a dependent. Therefore, 

when I produced my birth certificate at the DEERS (Defense Enrollment Eligibility Reporting 

System) office at Fort Bragg in 2014 and the Government employee told me I needed to apply 

for a Dependent ID card through the Department of Defense, it felt a little like I was throwing 

my independence out the window somehow.  

Fortunately, that is not what happened.  

It may appear to the Army through the mountains of old school paperwork and 

monuments to tradition that I belong to my husband and in some respects, I do. In another sense, 

Joe and I have been married for four years. In that time, we have lived together less than one.  He 

has traveled, moved, moved again and deployed. I have stayed put. It is a much different 

arrangement than most other Army partners and very different from my husband’s first marriage. 

I think it is safe to say, so far, I am anything but dependent.  
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Timeline in Brief 

 

2012 Joe returns from Afghanistan to Ft. Bragg, NC I meet Joe.  

I meet his kids. 

 

     

2013 Joe moves from Charlie Troop   I buy a home & move to Durham     
to USASATMO, also at Bragg    We get a dog 

We travel to Massachusetts, Virginia & Georgia (all twice). 

We head to Ohio for his oldest son’s high school graduation. 

We take his youngest children to Rhode Island for the first time. 

We drive the kids from Kentucky to NC on Christmas day until the New Year. 
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2014 Joe travels to Suriname, February.   Huge snowstorm in NC. 

He proposes.       I say YES! 

       We go to Hawaii. 

We marry. 

We spend two weeks in Rhode Island with the kids after the wedding. 

We go to court to see the kids more. 

Joe heads to Poland, August. I move him from Spring Lake to 
Durham.  

We get another dog. 

We see the kids for fall break. 

We almost get the kids for Thanksgiving, but due to a snowstorm & their mom, we do not. 

We do see them after Christmas, through the New Year. 
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2015                  We see the kids in February for Valentine’s & Easter weekends. 

Joe travels to Slovenia, May. I get sick of him traveling without 
me. I book a Mediterranean cruise. 

                                                         We meet in Venice, Italy                                          

then travel to Greece, Turkey and Croatia, returning to Italy. 

               We take the kids to the White House and Rhode Island for summer vacation. 

                                  We move Joe to Texas. 

         Joe starts at the Sergeants Major   I fly back to Texas.                       
Academy.      I apply to the Duke Master’s in 
Starts classes to finish his undergrad degree.              Liberal Studies Program. 

        I bring the kids to visit Joe in TX.  

          We finally hear from the Kentucky Court system that we can have the kids for Christmas. 

            Three days later, we travel with the kids to New York and Connecticut for the holiday.  
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2016 Joe graduates from the Academy &   I start my graduate program.               
obtains his college degree with honors.   

    We travel back and forth from Texas to North Carolina for graduations, holidays & birthdays. 

         Joe takes part in the Bataan Death March. I take my aunt & uncle on a tour of 
NC. SC & GA. 

                    We take the kids back to Rhode Island for our shared summer vacation. 

 My grandmother dies. 

                                                    We get the kids for Thanksgiving! 
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2017 Joe receives orders for Alaska. 

          His grandmother dies.      I fly to TX 3 times. 

    We participate in the Bataan Death March. 

    We see the kids in January and July. 

     We move Joe to Alaska.  My 50th State. 

        I take Joe’s grandfather to Alaska.             

          Deploys to Afghanistan. 
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Foster the Relationship 

 

Collins, J.D., et al. Modern Military Spouse: The Ultimate Military Life Guide for new spouses and Significant Others. 2016. 

  

Joe calls and sends me flowers while he is gone. He is great about doing so. He read the 

couple’s self-help book Five Love Languages before we married and tried to figure out what my 

“love language” is. The author believes a person’s “love tank” depletes if it is not filled with the 

needed type of affection. This leads to grave issues within the marriage if our “love tanks” are 

not filled to capacity (Five, 29). The author, Gary Chapman, believe the five languages are 

Words of Affirmation, Acts of Service, Receiving Gifts, Quality Time, and Physical Touch 

(Five, 43-125).  
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I think Joe believes my languages are quality time and gifts. Unfortunately, talking on the 

phone and the expense associated in floral arrangement delivery do not help boost my “love 

tank”. I am a difficult person to deal with in that respect. I am very particular. I love that he tries 

though. We often laugh at his attempts to get just-the-right-thing, and my direct rebuttals. I 

should just appreciate his sincerity instead of saying things like “I don’t like carnations” or “the 

coffee is great, but it is super strong.” On the other hand, Joe has a tendency to misremember or 

mishear me, compromising his purchasing power. He surprised the kids and me one day with a 

dozen chocolate frosted donuts, thinking they were my favorite, meaning to get the chocolate 

glazed from Dunkin. In another instance, he brought me a beautiful butterfly candy dish from 

South America, forgetting my fascination with ladybugs not beautiful flying moths. I should also 

point out he is color blind, or this is what I tell myself when I explain the time he ordered the 

softest hoodie for me in “lemongrass.” Lemon- grass. A mixture of yellow and green. I tell you 

he is colorblind so that we let him off the proverbial hook.  

Amazon is also a culprit in my capacity to receive gifts. It affords me the ability to have 

anything delivered, making it nearly impossible for him to surprise me with a wanted item I have 

not already ordered for myself. 

 I, on the other hand, have a giving gift. This super power is not as strong as it once was, 

but I still do all right. I send him things he does not even know he wants, books, treats, 

accessories, personalized cards. Amazon has been an essential part of my gift giving while Joe is 

half a world away. They will send nearly anything to include canned Hatch (New Mexico) chili 

peppers and coffee k-cups. I have sent a new orange, silicone wedding band, a University of 

Findlay Dad tee shirt, and a book on the history of the ALCAN (Alaska-Canada) Highway. The 

last package I sent included gingerbread sport bars, a graphic novel and a new Tervis “Don’t 
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Tread On Me” coffee mug that keeps his drink hot for hours. He reports on using it daily. The 

one thing Amazon was not willing to send was Bill O’Reilly’s latest book, Killing England. I had 

to box and send that one myself. He is always appreciative and he lets me know my gifts make 

his day. 

So do our calls. Whether he is stateside or overseas, we talk via FaceTime every day. 

Depending on where he is, it may be a video chat, or if the internet is not good, we use the audio-

only component. I try not to do too many other projects while we speak. Usually he listens to me 

ordering the dogs around or clacking about on the computer keyboard. He occasionally gets 

dishwater, teeth brushing, toilets flushing, highway noises or work business. On the flipside, I 

occasionally have to pause through the course of our conversation due to a missile strike or other 

loud warning to soldiers at his base. When Joe stops speaking, I hear explosions or sirens. These 

make me nervous and he calms my fears by explaining what is happening. I like to think my 

tasks are calming to him, as if real life is waiting for him here at home. In reality, I am not good 

with my undivided attention. Many of my phone habits will dissipate when he returns.  

 Another habit I anticipate fading when he returns stateside, my pattern of collecting dogs. 

I started volunteering with the Humane Society almost twenty years ago. Seven years ago, I 

began bringing rescue dogs home. The more Joe traveled, the more dogs I rescued. The void of 

absence that Joe does not fill with flowers and sweet words, I fill with puppies.  

I am certain when the authors of Modern Military Spouse wrote, “Foster the 

Relationship” they did not mean: every time your spouse gets a new assignment, fill the house 

with foster dogs. 
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 I do this every time he leaves. He traveled to Suriname, Poland, and Slovenia within a 

year’s time span. I fostered four dogs. He moved to Texas and then to Alaska. I fostered eleven 

dogs. Joe currently lives in Afghanistan and I have welcomed eleven more dogs into our home.  

 Sometimes I wonder if I would have been able to foster more dogs had I moved to Texas 

with my husband. However, it was only a ten-month term and he lived in an apartment. I would 

have had to work quickly within the El Paso rescue network to make that happen. It also helps 

that I have my own income. I thought the likelihood of finding a job quickly and for that short 

amount time was minimal. It was also a reasonable assumption we would move again when he 

graduated the Academy, so, I decided to stay in North Carolina.  

 When Joe and I learned his orders would keep him at Fort Bliss for a bit longer, I took in 

two spunky pups, Kit and Marla. Before Joe traveled home for Christmas that second year, I 

temporarily took in an adult dog, Harley, through the holiday. A few months later, I took in 

another pup, Minnie, on her first night out of the shelter. She was amazing, except for her 

explosive diarrhea. We had a terrible time those two weeks. Poor Minnie. Poor me. So much 

poo. 

 In addition to foster dogs, I spend a significant amount of time planning the logistics of 

caring for our adopted dogs, who mind you, find something awful to get into while Dad is away.  

 While Joe was in Suriname, Leia, our older dog, got into a fight with an overweight 

groundhog. Leia had a gash under her eye and on her toes from the brawl, causing her to leave 

bloody paw prints all over our patio. Leia also broke one of her canine teeth. Joe lived in Texas 

at the time of this accident. I had to find a specialist and schedule her for a root canal. Bee stings 
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and flea bites forced us to go to the vet and stay at a hotel during the summer. The discovery of 

another broken tooth in Leia’s mouth and I was ready to ship the dogs to their dad. 

 I started calling Joe so he could deal with the problems in real time.  

The morning I found a mouse stuck in the humane trap I set in our guest room – I called 

Joe. It was just before eight o’clock in the morning Eastern Standard Time. It was four AM in 

Alaska.  

“You need to help me with this mouse!” I yelled into the phone.  

This is how I foster the relationship. 

  

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 



 50 

Operation Alaska 

 

Teeters, Peggy, and Thelma Brown. This is the Army, Mrs. Jones. McNally and Loftin, 1963. 
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Teeters, Peggy, and Thelma Brown. This is the Army, Mrs. Jones. McNally and Loftin, 1963. 
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Day 1, Operation Alaska, 2017 
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New Mexico, 2017 
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Arizona, 2017 
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Arizona, 2017 
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Utah, 2017 
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Utah, 2017 
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Wyoming, 2017 
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Idaho, 2017 
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Montana, 2017 
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British Columbia, Canada 
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Alberta, Canada 
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Yukon Territory, Canada 
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JBER 
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Traditional Casing of the Colors Ceremony 

 

https://www.adn.com/alaska-news/military/2017/09/08/jber-soldiers-hold-ceremony-ahead-of-afghanistan-deployment/
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 This was my first trip to the Last Frontier. The final state on my list of 50. Our journey to 

this point had been epic. Fifteen states and three territories over the course of two and a half 

weeks led us across much of the U.S. and a portion of Canada. The best part was Joe by my side 

and doing most of the driving! This afforded me the opportunity to read, write and make images 

of the amazing sights. 

 As we crossed the Canadian border into Alaska, I could hardly believe our 4,000-mile 

drive was nearing its end. Three days would not be enough time to get Joe settled in his new 

home. In El Paso, I had an apartment lined up for us the night of our arrival and the movers 

scheduled the next morning. I had Joe’s belongings unpacked by the time he took me to the 

airport that afternoon. 

Moving on to an Army base is more complicated. There are protocols to adhere to and 

multiple operations departments to consult to acquire living arrangements. There is not the same 

call-ahead procedure we experienced at our civilian apartment in El Paso.  

First, Joe is required to sign in at the base to alert “management” he arrived in the allotted 

amount of time. We arrived one day early, which prevented us from beginning the housing 

process straight away. I had planned for this and made reservations at a hotel in town for the 

night. Exhausted after weeks on the road, I rolled the blackout curtain down and tried to get 

some sleep; we were to meet the Commander and his wife the next day. My first step into life on 

our new base. 

The next two days are a blur. Coffee with the Command “team” went well. In record 

time, Joe then showed me around his new home, Joint Base Elmendorf-Richardson. He 

introduced me to a few of his colleagues from previous bases and took me to some of his favorite 
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restaurants in Anchorage. We checked him into a more affordable base hotel and started the 

process for base housing. The movers called saying they arrived with Joe’s possessions – which 

was remarkable, not only for the long journey up the ALCAN Highway, but also for any 

PCS/Army organized transport of household goods. Unfortunately, since there was some 

confusion as to whether Joe would be assigned senior-enlisted housing or a small, furnished 

apartment for his short four-month stay, the moving company sent his items into storage. The 

next available opportunity they had to deliver his belongings would be almost two weeks later. 

Joe, familiar with the irregularities of an Army move, negotiated the living situation with a 

television, collapsible chair and an air mattress until the movers delivered the rest of his 

possessions. 

After three days in Alaska, I boarded my flight home. I watched while a crated Husky 

was loaded onto our plane. He howled through the boarding process. My silent tears echoed his 

agony. 

 I returned to North Carolina, to our dogs, to our friends, and my work, then began 

plotting a way to fly Joe home for summer break. Fortunately, his new command agreed to our 

usual dates in July because the Battalion Commander did not schedule Joe to take over as 

Battalion Command Sergeant Major until after Independence Day. After considerable 

negotiations, we were able to include Joe’s kids in the annual 4th of July celebration. It was a 

much-needed break from the significant geographical distance between us. It proved to be an 

excellent opportunity to renew and reinforce family bonds before Joe’s upcoming deployment. 
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Cape Cod National Seashore, July 2017. 
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Fort Adams State Park, Newport, RI. July 2017. 
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Narragansett Bay, Newport, RI. July 2017. 
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Change of Command Ceremony, July 2017 

 

The Change of Responsibility for Joe to take over his new unit happened after our July 

holiday and before my return to Alaska for his deployment. Distance made another trip time and 

cost prohibitive. In order to attend, I arranged for a video conference between Joe at JBER, his 

kids in Kentucky and me in my office. I recorded the event and posted it to my YouTube page to 

share with our friends and family. 

 

  

 

https://youtu.be/W6s_W2X-aQU
https://youtu.be/W6s_W2X-aQU
https://youtu.be/W6s_W2X-aQU
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Two months later, I returned to Alaska to pack up Joe’s house and to see him off.  

We invited his ninety-two year old grandfather, who had recently lost his wife, to join us. 

It was the trip of a lifetime!  
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 Joe told us he would be working half days while his paternal grandfather and I were 

visiting. What I came to understand was he meant twelve-hour days – as in half of a 24-hour day, 

not four-hour days – as in half of the anticipated eight-hour workday. This surprised Joe too, 

though he could not help it. Soldiers were deploying daily and Joe was on alert to put out fires 

and keep the steady pace of deployment protocol moving forward.  

 On the weekends, we had more of Joe’s attention. He was able to show us a lot of what 

makes Alaska spectacular. During the week, Grandpa and I attended deployment ceremonies and 

made our own plans to see the area. 

 One night, after Grandpa and I returned from a trolley tour of Anchorage, it was time to 

meet some of the wives from Joe’s Battalion. I borrowed Joe’s Jeep, and headed to his 

Commander’s house. It was only a few minutes away. I texted the host of my arrival. She 

responded with a welcoming “Come Right In!” Flowers in hand, I entered the home … of the 

wrong family. 

 I am terrible with numbers. I have slight dyslexia and I was sure I was supposed to go to 

1234 Juneau, unit B. When, in fact, the address is 1243. I spent the next fifteen minutes mortified 

and trying to determine where I needed to go. Joe’s Commander, with his four children, passed 

me on the base road. I did not know his vehicle and he frightened me a little, as the unfamiliar, 

giant pickup truck followed me momentarily. 

 There were half dozen women already at my party when I arrived … late. I am usually 

early and I hate to make a bad impression. Gas station flowers in hand and shoes on, I walked 

into the well-manicured home of my husband’s boss to all of the shoeless, considerate women 

who already knew each other and this home’s protocol.  



 98 

My introduction to the unit wives was not what I had envisioned. First, I had taken them 

away from their husbands and families for precious hours while deployment rang in their minds 

and hearts. Many of them had family visiting, awaiting the deployment.  

Joe and I lived separately for so long, this hardly seemed like a big deal to me. What I 

learned later, is that most of the women had not intended to come. Many still did not. Either 

those who attended wanted to make a good impression on the Commander’s wife, they were 

extremely kind and considerate, or the Commander’s wife simply begged them. When I found 

the invitation on the Facebook page, not one person had “liked” it. Why should they? I would not 

be staying with them through the winter or the deployment. 

 I limited my wine intake so as not to make more of a spectacle of myself. I thanked 

everyone in attendance profusely before they left and I went home to bury my head in the 

pillows. It was nearly nine o’clock when I left my party, almost one o’clock in the morning at 

home. 

 The following day was the Casing Ceremony. When Battalions deploy, the soldiers roll 

and cover their unit flags, their “colors”. Alaskan State Senator Sullivan spoke while the soldiers 

stood in formation. When Grandpa and I arrived, a soldier assisted us in finding our seats. Army 

greeters positioned us behind the officers’ wives and their family members, in order of rank. I 

tried not to roll my eyes too loudly. I secretly hoped not to run into the woman whose home I had 

walked into, uninvited, the evening before. 

 Joe met Grandpa and me after the ceremony. He introduced us to few more camo-clad 

individuals and we left. I was glad to escape the pomp and circumstance for the familiarity of the 

people I knew. 
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 I was not emotional at the airport. I kissed my husband goodbye and made my way to the 

security checkpoint. I have lived in a different time zone from my husband for the last three 

years. This separation only promised to be our longest. I steeled myself against the weight of the 

unknown over the next ten months. I was feeling the pressure of the responsibilities in North 

Carolina: home maintenance, our dogs, graduate classes I had missed, work projects that needed 

tending, and the new foster puppies I intended to welcome into our home.  

I tried not to think about the gravity of Joe’s myriad of responsibilities in Afghanistan. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 100 

Deployed Joe  
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 "Operation Afghanistan: Forward Operating Base Fenty Memorial". KTUU News, Gray TV. 1 Feb. 2018, 11:16. 

 

A television news crew from Alaska stopped in Afghanistan at OB Fenty on their way to 

cover the Olympics in South Korea. They interviewed the soldiers stationed in their broadcast 

town of Anchorage. This report includes clips from both Joe and his commanding officer. It was 

one story of a ten part series entitled “Operation Afghanistan”.  

 

 

 

http://www.ktuu.com/content/news/Operation-Afghanistan-Forward-Operating-Base-Fenty-Memorial-472296343.html
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Veteran's Day, Angola Middle School, Greetings from the 501st in Afghanistan. 

 

As a part of the 501st Battalion’s outreach programs, the media team in Afghanistan put 

together a video for Angola Middle School defining what Veterans’ Day means to each of the 

soldiers interviewed. Joe and his commanding officer kick off the greeting. Joe sent me the link 

to the raw edit of this project and I added music, a few interesting transitions and the unit logo. I 

repackaged it and sent it back to the team in Afghanistan for distribution. 

 

 

 

 

https://youtu.be/r5Izh9vJt2U
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Interview I conducted for class, Veterans Oral History, submitted to the Library of Congress; unlisted on my YouTube page. 

 

 

The major project for a course I took in the spring of 2017 was an interview with a 

veteran. This three hour question and answer session covers the range of Joe’s life from early 

childhood memories through his anticipated move back to Alaska. The interview discusses 

fatherhood, deployments and everyday life. 

https://youtu.be/iP0Z6azpzYM
https://youtu.be/iP0Z6azpzYM
https://youtu.be/iP0Z6azpzYM
https://youtu.be/iP0Z6azpzYM
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Veterans Oral History Transcript April 2017, pages 1-4, more available here. 

https://duke.box.com/s/kwh7n3bexjkagvpquw93hwft3hqm1ezp
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Rosenberg, Matthew. "As Trained Afghans Turn Enemy, a U.S.-Led Imperative in Peril." The New York Times. 15 May. 2012. 
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Petraeus, Stephen H. “AWP Monograph”. Maneuver Captain’s Career Course, U.S. Army. Fort Benning. 2014 
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3rd Platoon Combat Wombats, 173rd Airbourne Brigade, Courtesy Travis Tinney via FB. 

 

 Joe. Courtesy Jason Wayne via Facebook.  
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Photo Credit: Justin Connaher, JBER-Richardson Photo Studio, 2017. 

 

 

Photo Credit: JBER-Richardson Photo Studio, 2018. 
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Deployed Courtney 
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 Joe and I had numerous difficult discussions before this deployment. When he called to 

confer about the dangers he would face in Afghanistan and the possibility of death, I was at 

work. One thing the Army does well is to force soldiers to get their affairs in order before 

sending them into a war zone. Though complicated and grim, this conversation was not 

unexpected. My background in news prevents me from having too rosy an outlook on life. My 

husband does not shy away from these morbid talks either and for that, I am grateful. 

 I wish my father and I had been more straightforward in our communication before he 

died. We knew the end of his life was near, but I have always been naïve in my thinking of how 

others would react. Death does not bring about the best in people in my experience, or in Joe’s. 

For that reason, Joe and I spoke candidly about what we would want, should either of us die 

during the course of this deployment; we have shared our wishes with regard to finances and 

burial plans. Most importantly, we have the paperwork to prove it. His Will and Power of 

Attorney sit on my nightstand, in a binder full of his military achievements and personal 

documents. According to fire safety advisors, I should wrap them and place them in the freezer 

in case the house burns to the ground. I have yet to do this. 

 These topics linger in my subconscious, especially in the early morning hours when sleep 

does not come easily. On the rare occasion I do not find a reassuring text from Joe when I wake 

before dawn, I check the front window for a car I do not recognize, sitting in front of the house, 

and waiting for first light to make their approach to give me horrible news. Not once have I seen 

anything of the sort, nor has an uninvited guest alarmed me as he or she has knocked on my 

door. 
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 This deployment is my first and unlike any of Joe’s previous. The War in Afghanistan is 

currently the second longest war in American history. Joe ranks among the highest at his outpost. 

These credentials afford him luxuries he has not experienced before. Wi-Fi and mattresses are 

two of the “essentials” we count on in our American home, but not items I expected him to have 

at his post near Jalalabad.  

Internet access has made connectivity much easier while he is away. There have not been 

many “blackout” days, in which something has gone terribly wrong and the Army prevents him 

from communicating outside his unit. There are times he travels to other bases around 

Afghanistan, this can take days and the internet connection at each stop can be intermittent, but 

we have learned even a bad connection will eventually allow a text through. This lets me know 

he is safe. The dangerous nature of flying through anti-American regions and weather hazards 

worries me and I rely on these messages to ease my apprehension. When I do not hear from him, 

I google Afghan-related news and check my sources to see if I am missing a big report, one of 

which he may be involved in. 

 I contend with these private battles every day. I sit with them in silence. I imagine the 

other spouses and many of the older children worry about these same issues. Most of the families 

from our Battalion reside on base in Alaska. Some have found refuge outside Alaska, with their 

families, and have surrounded themselves with a separate civilian network of understanding. I 

remained among colleagues and friends near where Joe and I met in North Carolina. 

 Since I chose to stay in Durham for work and school, I do not have the same resources 

that those at JBER rely on in times of uncertainty. I cannot easily attend our Battalion’s support 

meetings or deployed spouses’ nights out. Many of my neighbors are unfamiliar with the 
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military, my family does not live close and my friends cannot comprehend the life of a military 

wife. No one reaches out to make sure I am coping well. No one that is except one neighbor, a 

veteran. He texts me daily to check in. This has been the lonely reality of choosing to stay put 

while my husband, my best friend and a soldier, is away. 

 To cope, I fill my days, weeks, and months with much more than I should be able to 

handle. When Joe began his work in Texas at the Sergeants Major Academy and simultaneously 

began the arduous task of finishing his undergraduate degree, I did not feel like I was doing 

enough. Subsequently, I applied to graduate school. In order to meet the degree requirements 

needed to graduate before Joe’s return, I had to accelerate my course work, sometimes taking 

two classes a semester. This helped to occupy my mind. I foster more dogs than I can reasonably 

handle while working fulltime and going to school part-time. I have become a homebody, mainly 

to insure I get my work done and spend adequate time with the dogs and my studies. When I 

need a break, I watch endless amounts of television. One of my go-to shows is Seal Team on 

CBS. In March, the Seal Team deployed to Forward Operating Base (FOB) Fenty, the same base 

where the Army has Joe stationed.  

Additionally, I did attempt to become more involved in my role as a Command Sergeant 

Major’s wife. There are certain responsibilities the spouses historically take on while the soldiers 

are away, and I have offered my support and assistance. However, the senior wives have mostly 

ignored me because I am not weathering the winter with them among the ranks in Alaska. Not 

that I blame them. I am an anomaly. I chose my career over the career of my husband. I chose 

school and civilian life over the “sisters” an Army family provides. I do not regret my decision. 

The few women I met at my party did not remember me the next day; I hardly suspect they 
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would remember me now. I hope that I will get a second chance to make a first impression when 

I finally transition to JBER, but for now, I am an unfamiliar outsider. 

I am an outlier to Joe’s kids too. I suspect Joe and I were outside the immediate familial 

circle to start because he has to live where the Army mandates and his children reside with their 

mother.  However, the last year has made it all the more evident. 

Preparing for Joe’s deployment, we thought it would be good for his younger children to 

have an avenue to talk to their paternal side of the family while Joe was less available. I realize I 

have pointed out I speak with Joe regularly. The kids do not have the same opportunities to talk 

as I do. Due to the time difference, they are asleep when he wakes up and at school, activities or 

on their way home as he goes to sleep. Joe and I talk at these times via Wi-Fi and Apple devices. 

We gave Logan and Karoline iPhones a few years ago, so we could talk and text, but their mom 

took those phones away and admonished us for the gift. Only one of them has an Apple device 

now and the neither of them email or reach out to their father in any other way to make contact. 

This is the world we live in. We have long hypothesized that the kids do not feel comfortable 

talking to us, for whatever reason, unless they are fully in our care. Those days together are the 

best. We get to hear of their hopes and dreams and calm their fears and concerns. Every other 

day can be heartbreaking. 

This past Christmas was one of those heartbreaking periods. Joe and I tried to switch his 

court-appointed Christmas (2017) for next Christmas (2018) due to his deployment. His ex 

ignored our request. She generally ignores our scheduling emails, possibly in an effort to prevent 

us from seeing the kids. This year the circumstances were no different. We contacted his attorney 

and the judge heard our appeal before Joe left the country. The judge passed the issue off to a 
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“Friend of the Court” to determine whether or not the kids could legally be placed with me for 

the holiday while Joe was out of the country, and more importantly, to ask the children what they 

wanted.  

In the lead up to the court’s recommendation, his ex verbally attacked both Joe and me, 

and our methods of communicating with and parenting the children. Ultimately, because I am not 

a biological parent, the court did not have legal grounds to order their mom to grant me 

guardianship during Joe’s parenting time. We withdrew our request before it advanced. 

Joe and I had another difficult discussion.  

Joe believed it was time to fire his attorney. I totally supported his decision for a myriad 

of reasons. Namely, we did not want to play tug-of-war with the kids as the rope and his ex as 

our competition. We had been trying to split the baby for too long. It is disastrous for the baby 

and we had to stop. 

I cried for days. I still cry on days we try to negotiate visitation and hear nothing in 

return. I tried to keep in touch with the kids and did, through the holidays, until I received the 

final paperwork from the “Friend of the Court”. In the report, Joe’s ex alleges we threatened the 

children that if they did not keep speaking with me through the deployment we would be angry 

with them. Nothing could be further from the truth, but it seems the truth matters very little in 

custody cases. It matters less to the person who lies. Emotions tend to get the best of us. It is how 

we react that determines who we are and how others see us. 

I decided then that I would no longer make contact with the kids. I cry for the hypocrite I 

have become after telling them I would always be available. I cry for the hurt I feel. I cry for Joe 

and the time he will lose, the time he has already lost, in watching them grow. 
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Joe and I each had to work through this on our own, thousands of miles apart. We are still 

dealing with our pain and anger.  

In retaliation, I sent one last email to the kids and their mom outlining the dates and times 

of Joe’s return and when we would be moving me to Alaska. We are hoping they will be able to 

join us for one of those monumental opportunities; telling them in a last ditch effort, that of 

course we absolutely want to see them! Joe has followed up three times, but we know if there is 

no judge, no order, there will be no time with the children. I cry for the loss all over again. 

Sometimes I cry from sheer exhaustion. Two weeks into my latest round of puppies, I 

woke at midnight to let the wee ones out to potty and could not fall back to sleep. I wrestled with 

the angst for all sides. When I finally pulled myself out of bed for the morning feeding, I was 

sleep deprived and miserable. The damn drain in the tub brought me to my knees for my inability 

to unclog the pipe. I lost a contact in the nasty dish that holds the plunger and lost a brand new 

contact in my eye. It folded over through my tears and my wet eye would not release it. When I 

put my glasses, still I could not see. I panicked because I could not get my eyes to focus. I cried 

some more.  

It was not a good day. As it happens, I was also processing a new wrinkle in my moving 

plan, along with the plumbing problem and my lack of sleep. Not all days are like this. Most 

days are fine. Some are bearable and others are even fun. My dogs and the puppy kisses help. 

When the little ones jump off the first step with all their might, launching themselves upward, I 

laugh aloud. These things make me smile. Major adjustments to previous solutions, do not. 

Joe’s oldest son informed me of his intention to break our deal and remain in Ohio for the 

summer. The plan he agreed to was to move to the Triangle for a job in the area once he 
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graduates college in May. I was counting on his willingness to look after our property while I am 

relocating to Alaska. A family member watching the house would have been wonderful. Leaving 

necessities like dishes and furniture for Joe’s son to help him as he moves out on his own seemed 

like a no-brainer. However, it appears as though the plan is falling through, adding one more 

layer to a teetering tower. I now have to consider leaving the house unoccupied for two months 

or move out and prepare to sell it as soon as I finish my final for my graduate degree.  

Additional problems I foresee are working within Army regulations and on the Army’s 

timeline. As I understand it, Joe and I have to have an address in Alaska before I can approach 

the transportation team at Fort Bragg to hire movers. I have to go to Alaska with Joe’s Power of 

Attorney and sign for our home in order to acquire the address. Then I need to return to North 

Carolina and submit my documentation for the move. I currently have three-week days slated in 

June to go to Bragg, meet the transportation team and get the movers to pack and relocate my 

belongings to our new northern home. Joe is trying to work out another plan, one that will set up 

the move without a trip to Fort Bragg, but neither of us are confident it will work. 

I am looking at alternative options, but if I pack my household goods beforehand, I run 

the risk of the movers blaming any damage on me in the 4800-mile journey from Durham to 

Alaska. That is one long road and not a very forgiving one. Another idea I had is to pack one U-

Haul U-Box and ship it myself. The cost estimate, however, makes it less enticing. $4012! The 

Army will never reimburse us for that and I would need at least two U-Boxes for our largest 

items. 

Maybe my stepson will change his mind and move to Durham. I can hope. In the 

meantime, I will come to terms with selling my house instead of renting it. Alternatively, I could 
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rent it to someone else entirely. I could post the rental listing welcoming all dog types, restricted 

breeds included. 

Uncertainty comes at me from all directions. Much of these last ten months, I have 

focused on routine work tasks, training puppies and writing papers in hopes of quieting my mind 

against all the unpredictable outcomes. I am trying to complete all major work projects before 

submitting my resignation. The dogs are acclimating well. The foster puppies will be adopted 

soon. I have nearly finished my memoir and with it my final Master’s project. I find it 

increasingly hard to believe the endeavor I began while Joe was working so diligently is ending. 

However, as I look ahead, I will not lack new duties when I conclude these tasks. As soon as one 

project is complete, another presents itself. This is how I step through the stress of this 

deployment. I live for the day and plan for the future. 

The countdown to life with my husband is on. 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 122 

Epilogue 

I considered draining the last of the wine last night, not from the box this time, but rather 

in a more civilized fashion, from a glass. I decided instead to focus on more positive actions and 

ideas. I easily become overwhelmed these days. There are a dozen or so moving pieces to my 

impending graduation and move to Alaska, which includes three kids, two dogs, two foster 

puppies, two homes, and more than 6,000 miles of roadway. I am navigating each portion with 

equal parts patience and anxiety.  

It does not appear as though we will see Joe’s kids at all this summer. We are offering 

options, but so far, none of them has met the “stay in Louisville” demands. If we do not see them 

this summer and do not retain a new attorney, it is unlikely they will visit us while we are in 

Alaska. 

When Joe returns from deployment, we will resume discussions based on what we would 

like to do next in our careers. I will search for a job within the Federal system in hopes it will 

transfer when we move again. Joe will know in July whether the Army selects him for a 

Congressional Fellowship at George Washington in Washington D.C. or not. If G.W. does not 

accept Joe to their program, later in the year we will find out if the Army selects him for a 

Brigade Command Sergeant Major position. At some point, he will retire and we will leave this 

military lifestyle behind. Until then, I will work on learning the Army alphabet of acronyms, 

planning another drive to Alaska and setting up a home three times the size of my Durham 

bungalow and welcoming my husband with open arms. 

This journey is teaching me that although I share a common path with those who have 

come before me, I am unique and cannot be defined as one thing. As a spouse, I have an 
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obligation to excel in my life and to appreciate my partner who cherishes me for who I am. From 

this, I draw strength to achieve more than is required and clear the rough road I travel, for the 

next generation. As an independent woman, I have a career, livelihood and passions to sustain 

separate from the person I married, but also in consideration of him. 

Joe and I have no idea what lies in the days and months to come. We will do our best to 

negotiate the uncertainty and draw on one another’s wisdom. Until then, the best I can do is roll 

the windows down, turn the music up and let Joe drive me to our next destination, glancing 

occasionally in the rearview mirror to remember where I have been. 
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Appendix 

 

Introduction: Pages 15-19 

 

 

Wheels My dad and the 1976 Triumph he taught me to drive. 

 

 

Generations My grandmother, mother & me in Poland. 

 

 

Live! Typical day at WRAL. 

 

 

Vermont My photography staff at the Fox & ABC affiliate. 

 

 

Window Office On assignment 

 

 

 

Down Range Training exercise, Fayetteville, NC. 
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Courtship: pages 21 - 24 

 

 

Our Road: Where Do We Go From Here 

 

 

 

 

Formal Foto Collage: Random Photographers 

 

 

 

 

Scared: Meeting the “Vicious Dog” 

 

 

 

Kids & Puppies Collage 

 

 

 

Meet the Kids 
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Courtship: Pages 25 - 27 

 

#FamilyTree: Year One 

 

#FamilyTree: Independence Day 

  

 

 

#FamilyTree: Gatsby Grads 

 

 

Our Road: Family Style 

 

 

Our Road: Wonder Ones 

 

 

 

28 June 2014; Aron Willey Photography 

 

 

 

28 June 2014; Aron Willey Photography 
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Independent Dependent 

 

 

 

 

Army Command Sponsorship 

Page 28 

 

 

 

 

 

28 June 2014: Portrait Aron Wiley Photography 

Page 43 

 

 

 

 

Military Identification Card 

Page 43 
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Independent Dependent: Page 44 

 

 

Joe & Courtney’s Best Year Yet: 2015 – 2016 

Year Four Photo Book; pages 8 - 9 

 

 

The Best Year Ever: Highlights of the Hissongs 

 Year Three Photo Book; pages 66 - 67 

 

This Is What Life Is All About 

Year Five Photo Book; pages 20 – 21 
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Timeline in Brief: Pages 45 - 46 

 

 

Our First Year: The Best is Yet To Come 

Year One Photo Book; Covers 

 

 

Our First Year: The Best is Yet To Come 

Year One Photo Book; Pages 18 -19 

 

 

 

 

 

Joe + Courtney: Year in Review 

Year Two Photo Book; Pages 46 - 47 

 

 

Joe + Courtney: Year in Review 

Year Two Photo Book; Covers 
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Timeline in Brief: Pages 47 - 48 

 

 

The Best Year Ever: Highlights of the Hissongs 

 Year Three Photo Book; pages 50 - 51 

 

 

Hissong Family Adventure Series: Vol. 6  

Nothing Says Love Like Family Photo Book; 
Covers (Kid’s book) 

 

 

 

This Is What Life Is All About 

Year Five Photo Book; Pages 32 - 33 

 

 

Hissong Family Adventure Series: Vol. 7  

Celebrate Every Day Photo Book; 

Pages 34 -35 (Kid’s book) 
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Timeline in Brief: Page 49 

 

 

Hissong Family Adventure Series: Vol. 7  

Celebrate Every Day Photo Book; 

Covers (Kid’s book) 

 

 

The Great Expedition: Alaska 

PCS Photo Book; Covers 

 

 

This Is What Life Is All About 

Year Five Photo Book; Page 102 
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Operation Alaska: Pages 61 – 66 

 

This Is What Life Is All About 

Year Five Photo Book; Pages 44 - 45 

 

 

 

 

Pages 46 - 47 

 

 

Arches National Park, Moab, UT 

Pages 48 - 49 

 

 

Pages 56 - 57 

 

 

Jackson Hole, WY & Idaho 

Pages 54 - 55 
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Operation Alaska: Pages 67 – 70, 93 

 

 

This Is What Life Is All About 

Year Five Photo Book; Pages 58 - 59 

 

ALCAN Highway 

Pages 62 - 63 

 

 

Pages 66 - 67 
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JBER: Pages 71, 76, 93, 94 

 

 

Kenai Our new street (looking the wrong direction). 

 

 

 

 

www.AuroraMilitaryHousing.com/residents/  

 

 

 

 

Basic Leadership Course Graduation Guest Speaker 

 

 

https://youtu.be/W6s_W2X-aQU 

 

 

Grandpa Arrives 

 

https://youtu.be/W6s_W2X-aQU
https://youtu.be/W6s_W2X-aQU
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Deployed Joe: Page 105  

 

 

 

http://www.ktuu.com/content/news/Operation-Afghanistan-Forward-Operating-Base-Fenty-Memorial-472296343.html 

 

https://youtu.be/r5Izh9vJt2U 

  

 

https://youtu.be/iP0Z6azpzYM 

  

Deployed Courtney: Page 105  

 

“Blue Star Banner” A symbol of a deployed family member. 

 

 

http://www.ktuu.com/content/news/Operation-Afghanistan-Forward-Operating-Base-Fenty-Memorial-472296343.html
https://youtu.be/r5Izh9vJt2U
https://youtu.be/iP0Z6azpzYM
https://youtu.be/iP0Z6azpzYM
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Epilogue: Pages 128 – 130 

  

Through Virginia with LOVE 

 

 

 

 

 

Transition Itinerary April – June 2018  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Dog Relocation Itinerary July 2018 

(*still hoping to add the human kids to this plan)  
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Epilogue: Page 130 

 

 

 

 

Aurora Military Housing Application for Pets 

 

 

 

 

 

Sergeants Major Neighborhood, JBER, Alaska  
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