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			Dedicated to my heroes—my mom and dad, my husband, and my children, whose sacrifices of service before self give me hope in a difficult world.

			ELB

			

			In memory of my father, who served his country piloting his F6F Hellcat in the skies over the Pacific, and for my mother, who continues to teach me about strength, determination, and gratitude every day.

			NGS
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		  Author’s Note

			Be Safe, Love Mom includes information about my own experiences and those of other military mothers. These mothers have been most generous in granting me permission to share their observations and stories in this book. I have changed most of their names to protect their privacy and the privacy of their military children.

			With that same regard for privacy, I have, for the most part, kept stories and mentions of my nephew, Luke, out of these pages. Luke was an important part of our lively household for many years, and we love him dearly. His story, perhaps, is one for another day.

			My biological children have not been so lucky. In all cases, they have been identified. Sorry kids.

			Elaine Lowry Brye

			September 2014
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			It’s the first time the six of us have been together in more than three years, and we are all giddy with excitement. My four uniformed children—Eric, Jordan, Katrina, and Brendan—are crammed together side by side on the cabin steps in preparation for a new family portrait, and they are laughing so hard that one of them has turned beet red and another is doubled over and holding his belly. Just like when they were little kids in the back seat of the car kicking and pinching each other, there’s lots of physical contact. Except now, decades later, the punches in the arm, slaps on the back, and constant jostling are signs of affection rather than of squabbling. I close my eyes and am transported back to earlier days when they would tumble and wrestle together like a pile of puppies. “Somebody’s going to start crying soon,” I’d yell, and moments later, just as predicted, a tearful wail would rend the air.

			Now, their hilarity interrupts my reverie. I am pulled onto the steps and teased mercilessly while my husband, Courtney, stands by, arms crossed, looking happy and proud.

			In our family, connections of the heart are not expressed through long soulful gazes and earnest  “I love you’s.” I know, and so would anyone watching, that all of the teasing and tussling of this joyous reunion weekend are expressions of my family’s deepest love. And as my children press in next to me in their mottled camouflage—each uniform different, for each child serves in a different branch of the United States military—and their raucous rivalry escalates, I am in bliss.

			The tangible reminder of this bliss—the latest treasured family portrait—will go on the staircase wall next to all of those happy images from my kids’ childhood and teenage years—years when they were never too far from the nest; now, I glance down at their standard-issue boots and am amazed to realize that the dust of so many distant lands has been tracked all the way to the cabin we have rented here in rural Idaho. And on the days when having four children in the military seems to demand more strength than I possess, the love and delight radiating from this photo will strengthen my mother’s heart and be my ammunition against despair. I need this photograph, this ammunition—oh, how I need it. Because I don’t know when—or if—we will all be together again.

			

			Although you and I most likely have never met, we have the  privilege of sharing our child—or in some cases, children—with this great nation we live in. As they do their duty, we do ours. And sometimes it can be lonely here on the home front. Believe me, I know.

			I know because I’ve spent a lifetime living with and loving those who serve our country. As the daughter of an Army colonel and the mother of four military officers, I know what it’s like to have those you hold dear in harm’s way. My husband is a former Air Force pilot, and I, too, have served. And now I have the perspective of someone who has lived in a war zone, even if not on active duty. From July of 2010 until May of 2011, I lived in Kabul and taught at an English-speaking school. It was a life-changing experience.

			As a moderator of the US Naval Academy (USNA) Parents listserv* since 2001 and now a USNA Parents Facebook administrator, I have been supporting Naval Academy parents for almost a decade and a half. Over the years, my fellow moderators and I have answered the questions of thousands of parents who are anxious and worried when their child ships off to the Naval Academy, and beyond that, who are completely lost when it comes to having a child in the military. I have heard their concerns—concerns you may share, and that I have shared and in some cases still share—and I continue to consider it a privilege to meet these parents and to answer their questions and allay their fears. I have often learned about courage and duty and letting go the hard way, particularly as they relate to having children in the military, and if I can pave the way for you and save you a little pain, it would be my honor and pleasure to do so. Because we are related, you and I. We are bound together by our love of our children and their calling to serve.

			

			Iwas born to be a military mom. It just took me a few decades to realize it.

			As the oldest of seven children, I spent a great deal of my adolescence proclaiming that I would never have children. “I’ve changed enough diapers and burped enough babies and wiped enough runny noses for a lifetime,” I’d declare to anyone who even casually brought up the subject of motherhood. “I’m done with all that.” Over time, love and biology made me reevaluate my teenage vow, and eventually I became a mom to four. My nephew later joined our brood for a grand total of five lively youngsters. All that early caregiving experience made motherhood a natural job for me.

			And the military descriptor? I come by that naturally, too.

			I am an Army brat, born at Fort Meade, Maryland. In my first eighteen years we moved seventeen times and I attended twelve different schools. Each of us seven kids was born in a different state. Watching the Miss America Pageant was, for us, a sibling competition—we each rooted for our birth state contestant. Growing up in an environment of ceaseless change meant that the only constant was family, which mostly meant my mom and siblings. Some years ago I added it up; my dad was gone for a total of seven years over the course of the turbulent Vietnam era, the backdrop for my childhood and adolescence.

			By the time I was in my mid-twenties, I had married a handsome Air Force pilot named Courtney Brye, whom I’d met as a result of my own Air Force ROTC training. Courtney’s childhood was the polar opposite of mine in terms of stability. He grew up on a farm that his grandfather had homesteaded in North Dakota—his mother, in fact, still lives on that farm—and he knew everyone within a ten-mile radius. After leaving the military, Courtney proposed that we raise our children on a farm, and I loved the idea of rooting our family in one place. We found our dream spot in eastern Ohio and settled in to tend to kids and cattle.

			It’s funny how things work out. We purchased a farm with the idea of providing stability for our children (not to mention all the lessons that farm life provides), and now, thirty years later, they are spread all over the country, and occasionally around the globe. They’ve all chosen to dedicate themselves to lives in the military, which for them means lives in perpetual motion, and for me means a return to my change-is-constant roots.

			If you had told me as they were growing up that this is where we’d end up, I would have looked at you as if you were out of your mind. Our four children are very different, with distinctly individual personalities and ambitions. We never dreamed that three of them would attend the same college, the US Naval Academy. And we certainly never expected that all four would become commissioned officers.

			It was not a stretch, though, to imagine that Eric, our oldest, might follow in his father’s footsteps—or flight path—and become a military aviator. He soared over every hurdle in the USNA’s admissions process, and when he stepped onto its campus in July of 2001, I found myself a military mother. It was vast, uncharted territory. I knew how to be a military kid, but to have a military kid was a completely different matter. As I began to grasp the degree to which I would have to let go of my son, I was overwhelmed with grief and anxiety.

			Is it any wonder, then, that I quickly found myself exchanging dozens of e-mails a day with other new military parents via the USNA-Parents listserv? What began as a survival tool for my first summer as a military mom has developed into years of support for thousands of fellow military parents. First as an anxious plebe mother, then as a moderator of the listserv, and now as a blogger, speaker, and military parent Facebook page administrator, I have been privileged to meet some of the finest parents that walk this planet. Their dedication to their children, their unsung heroism, and their personal sacrifices inspire me every day. And I have also come to know their children, who I’ve watched develop into warriors and leaders of the highest order. I have heard stories of courage beyond comprehension, determination beyond description, and heroes made both at home and on the battlefield. Now, with four children in the military—all officers, one each in the Army, Navy, Air Force, and Marines—well, I have earned my stripes as a military mom. I grew up as a little girl saying goodbye to my father over and over again, and now as a mother I repeat this process in reverse, saying goodbye to my children time and time again.

			It’s just what we do, we military moms and family members, for our loved ones and for our country.

			

			If we go all the way back to the beginning, even my birth had military roots. My parents met while they were both in the Army. My dad was eighteen when he was drafted during World War II. The first day of boot camp, someone called out, “If you want to be an officer, line up here.” He did, and a few months later he was commissioned as a second lieutenant in the Army Signal Corps. It was an amazing outcome for a child abandoned by his mother during the difficult years of the Depression.

			Who would have thought that that neglected boy would grow up to become one of the Army’s youngest colonels ever, and on top of that, would not only complete his bachelor’s and master’s degrees but also earn a doctorate by the age of forty-five? That’s my dad’s story. His thirty-five years of service in the Army were filled with accomplishments, and a striking photograph of him hangs in the Officer Candidate School Hall of Fame at Fort Benning, Georgia. “Line up here” he certainly did.

			I never realized the magnitude of what he accomplished until I saw it spelled out for me on his tombstone in Arlington National Cemetery. A veteran of three wars, he was awarded the Legion of Merit three times and received three Bronze Stars, as well; it’s a story of valor chiseled into cold white marble. When I was a child, what he did meant frequent moves and frequent “tours” for dad—that’s what deployments were called in those days. Now I see his service as his legacy. He was a warrior, literally and figuratively. There was a spark inside of him that was not extinguished no matter how dark the days were.

			Then there was my mother. She, too, was a warrior, though an unlikely one. An industrial psychology major at Michigan State University, she was trying to decide what to do next when her advisor said, “If you really want to learn about people, join the Army.” So she did, shocking her family and all who knew her. She entered the Women’s Army Corps in August of 1952, and, after a grueling Officer Candidate School course, found herself commissioned as a first lieutenant and stationed at Fort Monmouth, New Jersey.

			There she met my dad, and it must have been quite the whirlwind romance. After dating for six months they married in a civil ceremony, and soon thereafter he deployed to Turkey. A month after he returned from his twelve-month assignment, they had a church wedding. Eleven months later, I was born. In those days women were not allowed to be both pregnant and on active duty, so my first role was to provide my mom with an honorable discharge. I guess you could say I performed my military duty from the start.

			Mom was the anchor. No matter where we were, she kept us all together. As a young child I understood that my dad was in the Army, and I helped my mom iron his uniform, but it was a simple time and my understanding of it was simple. I still held on to the hope that my father, with some help and gentle encouragement, might someday become more like Mr. Cleaver on Leave It to Beaver.

			As the sixties unfolded, I came to understand that this would never happen. My father began a series of tours to Vietnam, and somehow my mother balanced the concerns she must have had about him with the complexity of handling seven children on her own. I could tell she was worried, but rather than focus on her own pain, she started to write letters to the mothers of my dad’s soldiers who were killed in action.

			We moved and moved and moved. Whenever someone asked me where I was from, I answered “Michigan.” Mind you, I had never lived there, but my mom was from the Upper Peninsula and I knew that she thought of it as home. And whenever a PCS—permanent change of station—took us anywhere in the general vicinity of Michigan, we found ourselves at our grandparents’ cabin on Indian Lake. Those summer days spent rowing on the lake during the day and catching fireflies at night came to mean “home” in a world of transition. So my hometown was a town I never lived in—until my father’s second deployment to Vietnam.

			We had moved to Frankfurt, Germany, and it was supposed to be a three-year tour. I was in eighth grade and the prospect of the three years in one school was heaven, an unbelievable gift. But it was not meant to be. My father got promoted, which meant a new job, a new duty station, and another adjustment for the family. We moved to US Army Europe Headquarters in Heidelberg, Germany, where there were so many colonels that we didn’t have a house to accommodate our nine-member family, but a three-bedroom apartment.

			The Cold War was still on. We had to have the car half full of gas at all times, with evacuation bags packed and a route planned in case the Soviets crossed the border. But there were even more immediate dangers. At that time, groups of terrorists were attacking US military installations. Our housing was not enclosed, so we were instructed to be watchful. Danger did come, not in the form of terrorists, but antiwar protestors. Twice they marched and surrounded our military housing complex. I sat in my bird’s nest of a room watching German riot police in full gear beat them back. On the streetcar, I could hear Germans muttering anti-American sentiments. My American tennis shoes and Levi’s jeans were dead giveaways as to my origins, and so I began to dress like a German to avoid confrontation.

			In the spring of 1970, I returned from a train trip to Frankfurt and was startled to see both my mother and father at the station to meet me. In fact, this is the only memory I have of being alone with the two of them during my entire childhood. When they said they were going to take me out for dessert, I knew that something was terribly wrong. And it was. My dad had received orders to return to Vietnam. We would have to move again—for the third time in eighteen months—and I would have to start yet another school. Worst of all, my dad would be going back to war. At fourteen, I understood what that meant. In my military-dependent high school, others had received news of the loss of a dad—few women served then—and quickly disappeared to grieve.

			My parents had been wise to break the news to me in public. Had they told me in the privacy of our home I’m sure the vehemence of my response would have frightened my younger siblings. I felt like I’d been punched in the gut and stabbed in the heart, but while in the café, I held myself more or less together. Once home and in the safety of my room, I cried so hard and so long that my eyes wouldn’t open the next day. I mourned the loss of my new friends, my position on the yearbook, the boy I had a crush on. I grieved for the small amount of stability I had established there. And I was afraid. I had a teenager’s typical turbulent relationship with my dad. But now he would be gone, and something terrible could happen to him.

			The next night I raged at my father, telling him that the war was meaningless and that I was tired of being a military kid. He told me about the Montagnard villagers he had helped during his first assignment in Vietnam, and how the people there wanted to be free like those of us in the United States. He told me that young men in his command were dying every day trying to keep communication lines open, and that he had a duty to be there to lead them. I called the president a warmonger who liked death. My father drew himself up and said, “You will not talk about the Commander in Chief in that manner. I have taken an oath to protect and defend my country against all enemies. I will follow orders.”

			And just like my father, we followed orders. While he shipped off to Vietnam, we moved to my mom’s hometown of Manistique, on the shores of Lake Michigan. We were excited to be living near family—an opportunity we’d never had before. At the age of fifteen, I finally got to live in my very own hometown.

			

			It was a difficult time to be a military family in a civilian community. The antiwar sentiment was at its height, and I felt obligated to defend my dad and all those who were serving. I knew that the truth wasn’t as simple as the slogans that protestors were screaming; my father had told me plenty of stories that proved it. He had unofficially adopted an orphanage in Vietnam, and my brothers and sisters and I gathered clothing and sent boxes and boxes of it for him to distribute. And he very much wanted to adopt a little boy that he’d become fond of, until the difficulties of adding one more child to an already full household dissuaded him.

			My family and I watched the evening news together, and names like Pleiku, Da Nang, and Quang Tri became part of our regular dinner table conversation. At night I’d have nightmares of a car rolling up to the front door with military personnel bearing the worst news possible; during the day I resented having to be so responsible. But I was the oldest, and it was what I did. We carried on. We were a military family.

			One day a car did roll up, and two officers in uniform got out. I thought my heart would stop beating on the spot. My dad was alive but had been evacuated out of the country because of a serious fungal infection. Little did we know at that time that there was much more to the story. My father was responsible for installing and maintaining communication cables throughout the northern third of South Vietnam, and he was in charge of the outposts scattered throughout that territory. He traveled to each one by helicopter, determined to lead from the front. Installation and maintenance of the cables required defoliation of the areas in which they were installed, and Agent Orange was used to do the job. He was awash in it, as were many of the soldiers under his command. Twenty years later, he would be diagnosed with Parkinson’s disease, which ultimately resulted in his death in 2006. He is now considered a delayed casualty of the Vietnam War.

			After my father returned from Vietnam, he and my mother noticed that the stress of constant relocation had started to manifest in some of my siblings, so they decided to seek more stability for our family. My father was accepted into a doctoral program at Arizona State University, and we made the transition to Mesa, Arizona. This would be the last family move.

			Together, my parents and their indomitable warrior spirits set the standard for how we lived our lives, and how their grandchildren were to live theirs. Two of their children, myself included, went on to serve. Of twenty grandchildren, seven are in active military service. Three of us married members of the military. And so the legacy continues. My siblings and I and our children couldn’t forget the credo that my mother and father lived by if we tried.

			Do your duty. Love your country. Live with honor. Suck it up.

			

			As much as I had screamed that I hated military life when we   were back in Germany in the sixties, my parents’ legacy ultimately motivated me to serve, and I chose to apply for an Air Force ROTC scholarship in 1976 as I pursued an MBA. I found myself in field training in the summer of 1977, the first year ROTC was coed. It was during that training summer in Kansas that I had one of those accidental but meant-to-be life-defining moments. Women were just beginning pilot training that summer, and there was a lot of angst about women in the cockpit. I was scheduled to fly in the T-37 jet trainer. As luck would have it, smoke filled the interior of my plane as I taxied out with my instructor. I now had the privilege of completing my first emergency evacuation.

			The powers-that-be scurried to procure another aircraft, and the new instructor just happened to know a pilot who lived in my hometown. The pilot who lived in my hometown just happened to fly sailplanes. When I heard his name, I laughed out loud; my neighbors had been trying to get me to go on a blind date with the guy for two years. The next time I was home, I called him, he took me up in a sailplane, and thirty-seven years later Courtney Brye and I continue navigating our life together.

			Just like I knew that I would never become a mother, I knew that I would ultimately marry a stay-at-home kind of a guy, someone with roots who would not require me to pack my bags every year and gallop around the country. That’s exactly what I thought I got when I married that dashing former Air Force pilot, who had decided that it was time to settle down and raise a family on a farm even as he continued to fly for a commercial airline. And that’s how we eventually found ourselves in bucolic farm country on the northwestern edge of the Appalachians. Never mind that I knew nothing about raising pigs, chicken, or cattle. I got on-the-job training in all sorts of useful skills, from dealing with snakes in the hen house to separating two fighting bulls. (Lesson learned in that case? You don’t even try. You grab the kids and go shopping.) I was certain the animals had a sixth sense that told them when Courtney would be away and that they planned their misbehavior accordingly.

			I loved the predictable rhythms of our life on the farm, but at the same time, I felt a little restless. We took as many trips with our kids as we could, traveling to national parks in order to hike and camp and climb mountains, and to battleground sites and Washington, DC, to learn about history. In the nation’s capital, we visited the Vietnam Memorial, where Courtney’s best friend’s name was inscribed on The Wall. Attending the National Memorial Day Concert on the West Lawn of the US Capitol became a family tradition.

			Life continued in a busy whirlwind of activities—sports, school, adventures, and farm chores. Through it all, Courtney and I tried to be dreamkeepers, focusing on supporting our children’s passions rather than admonishing them to be “realistic.” Early on it became clear that we had at least one child who was following in his father’s military aviator footsteps. We were happy for Eric when he received his appointment to the Naval Academy, and so very proud of him.

			And then along came 9/11. By the end of that horrible day, the world was a different place. On a personal level, my son’s role in the military had changed from peacetime soldier to future active-duty combatant, and the ripple effect of the violent attacks would alter my entire family’s life in profound and unimaginable ways. Not only did those ripples lead my other children into military service, but ultimately, they also led both my husband and me to live in a war zone.

			

			In July of 2010, I moved to Afghanistan to teach science and related courses in an English-speaking school in Kabul. The previous year I had visited Courtney in Afghanistan, where he was living and working for Safi Airways. On that first visit to Kabul in 2009, I had been moved and touched by the people I met there, finding them every bit as hospitable and generous as Courtney had told me they were. After I returned home from that trip, I prepared for another year of teaching science in my local school district. From the outside things looked the same, but really they were different. I was different. I couldn’t get Afghanistan out of my mind.

			The school year began, and I stayed busy teaching, advising parents on the USNA-Parents listserv, and keeping track of my kids. Courtney was still in Kabul, but at least now I could picture where he was and I knew the people who were working side by side with him. And then one day I came to a realization: I was lonely in my empty nest. I did not want to spend another year alone.

			Courtney had been away for almost two years, and that was enough. Eric and Jordan, our two oldest sons, were on active duty. Katrina, our next child, had cross-commissioned into the Air Force, and Brendan, our youngest, was still in college training as a helicopter pilot. Our nephew was now attending school in Arizona, and so our house, once so full of life, laughter, and dirty clothes, echoed in its emptiness. Neither my nephew nor my kids were likely to make it home for any meaningful length of time, so there was nothing to tie me to the farm other than the farm itself.

			Courtney was convinced that the efforts to build a transportation infrastructure in Afghanistan were starting to make a difference in its fragile economy. As far as improving the lives of its people in any kind of permanent way, education had to be part of the answer. I was a teacher, I reasoned, so maybe I could contribute in my own small way to a positive change.

			So I moved to Afghanistan in July of 2010 to spend more time with Courtney and to respond to a calling I’d felt when I visited him there the previous year. But I had another reason, too, and it was just as important. One of my children had already served there, and it didn’t seem like much of a stretch to think that others might follow. I wanted to better understand that country, so monumentally different from our own. Knowledge is power, I told myself. I would not be deployed, but I would be there, sandals on the ground, and I might learn some things that would help me cope with my children’s deployments there, and help me help them, too. A military mom is always on duty.

			 

			It’s been almost fourteen years since my oldest child set foot on the grounds of the US Naval Academy as a new member of the military. In the past nearly decade and a half, I have learned a thing or two about being a military mom. I have counseled my children and the children of others through discouragement, disappointment, and grief, and I’ve celebrated sweet victories with them. I’ve endured their multiple deployments—eight as of this writing, a possible ninth coming up, and who knows how many more in the future.

			With so many deployments and trainings behind me, I’ve learned how to say goodbye. My children know that my goodbye is more than just a farewell. It’s a command; it’s a blessing; it’s a prayer. “Be safe,” I say, and they know that I mean Don’t do anything without thinking and Make sure you use your training. They know I mean Be careful, I love you, and Don’t be a cowboy. And when I write “Be Safe, Love Mom,” as I do at the end of every e-mail, every letter, and every note that goes into a care package, I like to think they can hear my voice and feel my arms around them.

			I imagine that your heart whispers Be Safe, too.

			I am intimately familiar with the complex tangle of emotions that we mothers experience starting the moment our children announce their intention to serve in the US military: pride, fear, hope, anxiety, worry, surprise, frustration, and love to name a few; I’m sure you can add some of your own. And maybe you, dear reader, are feeling one or two—or three or four—of these emotions as you read this. Maybe you would like a companion sitting next to you on this roller-coaster ride for which your child has volunteered you. Whether you have one child in uniform or, like me, multiple children in a variety of uniforms, I’m guessing you could use some words of guidance and encouragement. I’m guessing you could use some hard-to-come-by information laced with the occasional bit of humor. I’ll do my best in the pages that follow to translate my lifetime of having loved ones in the military into useful bits of advice. I’ll share stories from other mothers on this same adventure, and suggest some practical steps you can take to make your life easier. I’ll tell you the truth, because that is what you need and deserve. And one of the first truths that I want you to know is that you are not in this alone.

			So come, sit. Let’s join forces and talk. There are some things I want to share with you.

			

			* The USNA-Parents listserv and the USNA-Plebe-Parents listserv are two separate entities, and I met and communicated with people on both. I’ve tried to keep things simple by conflating references to them in the text, and so any mentions of “USNA-Parents listserv” might actually refer to either entity.

		

	
		
		  Letting Go

		

	
		
			You’re in the Army, Navy, Air Force, Marines Now
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			It’s Induction Day—I-Day—at the US Naval Academy, and twelve hundred freshmen, or plebes, swarm the storied campus in Annapolis, the sum of them as anxious and bumbling as a group of directionless hornets. These young men and women, most fresh out of high school, are accompanied by clusters of loved ones—parents, grandparents, siblings, girlfriends, and boyfriends—who hover around them, glancing at watches and counting down the moments until the appointed hour. The hour when they will have to say goodbye.

			After a year of intense applications, examinations, nominations, and—finally!—acceptance into the US Naval Academy, the new students are embarking on Plebe Summer, a six-week training program that will prepare them for the grueling four-year regimen of academics and military training that follows.

			When my oldest son, Eric, and I rose at 5:30 that morning, the July air was already warm and sticky. It had been a late night. In one final mom-in-charge act, I’d insisted that Eric have all of his high school graduation thank-you cards sent before he left for the Academy, and by the time the final envelopes were sealed and the last of the stamps were licked it was two a.m. Yet our collective excited (Eric’s) and anxious (mine) energy propelled us out of bed a few hours later and off we went to join the other plebes and parents on the Yard, as the grounds of the Naval Academy are called. I’d made a fifty-dollar bet with Eric, ever the stoic—a quality that would serve him well during Plebe Summer and beyond—that I wouldn’t cry that day. And I did make it dry-eyed through our final words and last hug, and even as he strode toward the doors of the in-processing building, I held it together. But as soon as he disappeared through those doors, the tears flowed.

			I cried for myself and the end of an era as I watched my oldest son embark on his first major life adventure without me. And I cried for Eric, tears of raw pride. He’d worked so hard to get here—not just over the last year or so during the tedious and nerve-wracking application process, but for the past eighteen years, when every decision, life lesson, and effort he’d made seemed to be delivering him to this very moment. It was a day nearly two decades in the making.

			I didn’t have much time to indulge my tears, though—I had a plebe to stalk. I-Day is as much an induction for the parents as it is for the plebes, and families are given a glimpse of the summer in store for the inductees through demonstrations and programs throughout the day. All the while, we parents “follow” the plebes around campus, hoping to catch sight of our sons and daughters as they go through the induction rituals.

			So I struggled to pull myself together, a task made more difficult by the fact that my very calm and collected husband, the yin to my yang, was halfway around the world dropping our thirteen-year-old daughter Katrina off for a summer exchange program in Norway. Eric, meanwhile, received his Alpha number, collected his standard issue uniforms, boots, sneakers, and manuals, and sat in front of the Navy barbers as they quickly and methodically shaved off his hair. All was relatively calm until he met his detailers, or upper class trainers, who immediately and loudly got in his face and required him to address them with sir or ma’am “sandwiches.” He “Sir-yes-Sir!”ed and “Ma’am-yes-Ma’am!”ed his way through the instruction on how to salute and the recitation of the mission of the US Naval Academy.

			The long hot summer had begun.

			I was thrilled to spot Eric as he emerged from the hall. He was at once oh-so-familiar (my son!) and yet unfamiliar, freshly shorn and in the white works uniform that resembled a baggy sailor suit. I watched as he climbed dutifully onto one of the several waiting buses along with his fellow newly shorn and outfitted plebes.

			Instantly, a memory bloomed in my mind of another emotional day. Another bus.

			

			Eric had watched the big yellow bus ramble by on the country road outside our farm in rural Ohio each school morning for a few years, and he was growing more impatient every day to be one of the “big kids” who got to ride on that yellow bus. I took perhaps a bit too much pleasure in explaining that he was not a “big kid” yet, and so it wasn’t his turn. I was quite content to keep him with me at home; I relished our days of chores mixed with the simple joys of raising kids on a farm, and I wished they would never end.

			Not to mention the fact that I was a bit of a momma grizzly bear, slightly distrustful of anything or anyone who could possibly harm my cubs.

			From the moment I discovered I was pregnant for the first time, my response to motherhood had been primal, instinctive, raw. During each of my four pregnancies, I took far better care of myself than I ever had before. When my children were infants, I kept them well-fed, clean, and healthy. I read to them, baby-proofed the house, and bought infant car seats before they were required. As they grew and participated in almost every sport known to man, I bought protective gear: face guards, mouth guards, shin guards, chest protectors, and helmets. Courtney and I monitored Internet access and had the children fingerprinted. Fingerprinted? That’s right. We were covering all of our bases in case a child ever went missing. Whatever it took to keep our children safe and thriving, I did.

			As challenging and exhausting as those early years with four young ones were, they were also wonderful. In part because the kids were curious and funny and they kept me on my toes. But also in part—and I’m leveling with you here—because I was in control. I decided where they would go and with whom they would play. I was the queen of their castle, and I liked it that way.

			But then the day came when Eric was one of those “big kids,” the day when the big yellow bus would be stopping at our house. That September morning, Courtney and I walked him down our long driveway, his too-big backpack bouncing on his back. His two younger siblings (Brendan was not yet born) were crammed in the red wagon, excited to ride along and witness this thrilling event: the first of the chicks to leave the nest. We took pictures, first of Eric alone beaming at the camera, and then of Eric and me, and then of Eric and Courtney. When the big yellow bus roared to a stop alongside our mailbox and the accordion door wheezed open, I forced a beaming smile as he climbed aboard with all those other kids. The door closed, and we waved and waved, and I could see his little blonde head bobbing in the window as the bus disappeared into the distance.

			Then I burst into tears. How could I keep him safe? What if he got hurt and I wasn’t there to rescue him? And what about the mean kids who might tease him or teach him bad words? And what if his teacher didn’t understand that he was the sun and the moon and the stars? As I dissolved into a weepy mess, Courtney began to laugh. “You can’t keep him home forever,” he said, reaching his arm around me.

			Those words would echo in my mind’s chambers time and time again over the next few decades.

			

			They echoed when Jordan, our second son—who completed the rigorous application process to the Naval Academy only as a Plan B—was admitted and decided to accept his appointment to the academy. Except this time, things were different. We were a nation at war. Since Eric’s induction into the Academy two years prior, our country had endured the September 11th terrorist attacks and we were now in the early days of the War on Terror. The atmosphere in the country—and in the military—was charged, and the stakes of sending a child into the military seemed higher. I was worried—was Jordan feeling pressured to accept the appointment? Was this really the right choice for him? But Courtney’s words scrolled through my mind, reminding me of what I already knew. I couldn’t keep him home forever. How could I hold him back from doing his duty? And so two years after Eric’s and my journey to Annapolis on his I-Day, I said goodbye to my second son—at 6’5”, head and shoulders above most of his fellow plebes—on the hallowed grounds of the Yard.

			By the time Katrina graduated from high school, I’d already sent two children off to the Naval Academy, so you would think I would be used to the letting-go process. As it turns out, supporting your child’s decision to join the military is a lot like childbirth. You remember that it was painful, but the reward was so great you forget just how just how bad the whole process really was. Then, suddenly, after months of preparation, you’re in the thick of it and it hurts like hell and you wonder why in the world you ever agreed to put yourself through this again.

			Brendan, our youngest, assured us through his childhood and teenage years that he was not the least bit interested in the military. He was tired of being the fourth Brye, and tired of everyone asking him—again and again and again—if he planned to attend the Naval Academy, too. There was no way he was going to apply, he responded, much to my great secret relief. I was not sure how much more this heart could take. So you can imagine my shock when I found him at his computer one afternoon applying for the Army ROTC Helicopter Scholarship at the University of North Dakota. The military? The Army? Helicopters? My dad spent part of my childhood flying all over northern South Vietnam in Hueys—or “those damn Hueys,” as my mother always referred to them—and I had a good sense of how dangerous helicopters were. It’s no exaggeration to say that from the time Courtney and I even started to contemplate marriage and children, I was already thinking, Please, God, no kids in helos.

			You know the rest of the story. Brendan represents Army in the dinner table battles over which branch of the service is dominant. And he flies the Chinook helo, the biggest in the Army arsenal. Everyone has his or her bragging rights.

			Four kids, four dogs in the fight.

			

			How did a mom who had a hard time letting her kindergartner climb aboard the big yellow school bus end up with four children serving in the military, and serving all over the world, no less? This is a question I get often from military moms, who are hopeful that over the years I’ve discovered the grand secret—that special phrase, that meditative chant, that daily ritual, the work-around, the shortcut—that makes the act of letting go, the idea of offering your kids up to the US military, easy. But I don’t have a grand secret. All I know is this: you just do it. You do it even though it’s hard, and overwhelming. You do it even though it’s scary. You do it with a shaky smile on your face and a whispered Be safe on your lips. You do it even though it breaks your heart.

			

			Every spring, as the new batch of Naval Academy plebes and   their parents begin to prepare for Plebe Summer, the freshman parents join the listserv, and I am bombarded with questions of all kinds.

			What should my son or daughter pack?

			See the Permit to Report Guide for the complete list.

			Is there anything else he or she should pack?

			No. The list is complete.

			Should I label his or her clothes?

			No, your plebe will take care of it.

			What about banking?

			Your plebe will take care of it.

			What about laundry?

			Your plebe will take care of it.

			And on and on. I know by now that these questions are thinly veiled prompts for me to address what these parents are really wondering—the questions that are actually keeping them awake at night: What is my role now? Do I have any control? Will my child be safe? And happy? The core issues associated with letting go—grief, fear, and anxiety—are so easily buried under piles of To Do lists.

			And then weeks later, during the long hot nights of Plebe Summer, I receive more questions from parents on the listserv. This time, they are emotional, confessional. Many parents are distressed and anxious, and they’re hoping to find a safe place to confess their feelings. I miss my daughter so much. I can’t get through the day without crying, one might write. Or I don’t understand what is happening to me. I am normally in control. Why do I feel so overwhelmed? In the subtleties of these emails are hints of surprise, embarrassment, and sometimes even shame. Am I crazy? They seem to say. Am I alone in feeling this way?
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